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ABSTRACT 

Over the past twenty years, tattooing has ascended from a practice common only among 

social misfits, radicals, or outsider subcultures, to one that is increasingly tolerated within 

Canada. Although some have pronounced the classically deviant status of the tattoo to be 

dead (cf. DeMelllo 2000; J. Gray 1994), narratives provided by tattoo enthusiasts indicate 

that this "body project" (Shilling 1993) continues to be relished as a symbol of social 

difference. Of central concern in this research, then, are the ways in which tattoos are 

deliberately used as both quasi-normative and deviant forms of self-representation. 

Building upon participant observation data collected on tattoo enthusiasts, this research 

explores the variations of, and the intersubjective meanings given to, tattooing in Canada. 

Using a process-sociological approach Plias 1978, 1983, 1991 a, 1994, 1996), increased 

levels of tattoo enthusiasm and shifting tattooing habituses are theorised to be products of 

ongoing civilising processes in Canada. Locating research on tattooing within the 

burgeoning literature on body modification, this study seeks to further the sociological 

mderstanding of how and why we choose to alter our natural bodies through profane or 

radical forms of body play. 

Specifically, data collected in this research suggest that the sociological analysis 

of tattooing should be reconfigured around several core ideas. First, in order to more 

accurately capture the interpersonal essence of the body project, enthusiasts are best 

conceptualised as forming an interdependent figuration rather than a "community" or 

"subculture." Second, the popularity of tattooing in the current era (or in any historical 

era) should interpreted as a product of prevailing body habituses, and understood as 

outcome of ongoing sociogenic change. Third, the "rationalisations" offered by 

enthusiasts about their tattoos are evidently dialogical with, in varying forms, cultural 

constructions of tattooing as a form of social deviance. Fourth, enthusiasts' personal 

interpretations of tattoos are properly considered as multi-layered by a host of interpretive 

resources. Finally, a theoretically integrated "model" of the habitus formation process 

facilitates a conceptual comparison between tattooing and other "radical" or more 

commonplace body projects. 



PREFACE 

About ten years ago, I wandered into a dank tattoo studio on a pier in downtown Halifax. 

It had not been the first time I had sauntered into a tattoo parlour, and definitely not my 

first encounter with tattoo artists. On this cold and blustery day in the middle of February, 

I entered into the first significant agreement I had ever made with my skin. With a very 

dear fiend of mine, with whom I have shared some of the more impetuous and 

potentially destructive moments of my life, I decided to join the ranks of tattoo 

enthusiasts-a relatively small band of individuals devoted to marking the skin in an 

ancient and deeply human way. We did not know anything about the process, had not 

deliberated about the designs we were going to choose, nor the locations on our bodies 

that were to be tattooed. With na'ive trust and a sense of adventurousness, we clumsily 

flipped through the designs available in a decrepit photo album sitting on the artists' fiont 

counter in the shop. After selecting a design, I sat down and rolled up my left shirt sleeve. 

Through the course of the hour it took to apply the tattoo I felt exhilaration, nausea, and a 

recurring twinge of shame. But at the end of the ordeal, I was tattooed. 

Reminiscing about the experience just about every time I gaze down at the tattoo, 

I wonder if I would do it all over again. If the tattoos from my arms could be magically 

erased, would I begin to have my body tattooed once more? I thought a single tattoo 

would suffice, and that I would be satisfied in doing what I had always dreamed about 

that one time. But I have now been tattooed by artists across the country, with both of my 

arms fully adorned with tattoo sleeves. I know very few people with only one tattoo, and 

some of their experiences will be discussed throughout this work on tattooing. However, 

I would hazard a guess that in the years to come, they too will seek out tattoo artists on 

more than one occasion, filling in bits and pieces of their bodies with ink. I do not know 

when, or perhaps where, my predilection for tattooing will end. But I am certain I will 

continue to tattoo my body as part of chronicling my life. 

My first "academic" encounter with tattooing occurred about seven years ago. 

Enrolled in a course in the sociology of deviance, I read a piece fi-om Clinton Sanders' 

well-known work, Customizing the Body: The Art and Culture of Tattooing (1989). 

Contextualised as an example of stigma management and secondary deviance, tattooing 

was presented as an exotic, disrespected, and marginal social activity. Needless to say, 



my own experiences with tattooing did not resonate with Sanders' (1989) representations. 

I eventually decided to pursue a small study of tattooing for a course in qualitative 

methodology during my Master's research. I quickly learned that sociologists, 

psychologists, and the majority of cultural anthropologists writing on the subject had 

advanced no description or explanation of what Canadians were doing with tattoos. 

Furthermore, even though we have witnessed a recent boom in academic interest in the 

subject, the paucity of knowledge we have as an academic community about tattooing is 

only slightly overshadowed by our cormnitment to classifying tattooing processes within 

the broad category of social deviance. 

Quite simply, we need to critically inspect and readjust our understanding of 

tattooing as cultural form of expression. With this said, my research on tattooing is not 

about political campaigning, claims-making, lobbying, or condemnation. From the onset 

of the research, my intentions were venture into sociologically uncharted waters-by 

talking with tattoo enthusiasts in an attempt to grasp their experiences with this form of 

body modification, and eventually representing these experiences in the most respectful 

and responsible way I know. I do not set this work up to be the definitive piece on the 

subject, nor do I imply we should regard it as a point of closure. Hopefully, the work will 

encourage others to "muck around" in this area, extending what I have done into other 

contexts, situations, and cultural settings. 

Aside itom my personal interest in the topic (i.e., as someone who is tattooed and 

a sociologist identifying a gap in our collective knowledge about the practice), I possess a 

fervent sociological interest in issues in corporeality. My sister, now a lawyer in Toronto, 

began her academic career by completing undergraduate and Master's degrees in English 

literature. During her tenure as a student, she exposed me to critical readings of the body, 

often from postmodernist theoretical perspectives. At the time I believed it to be 

academic gerrymandering, a sign and task of someone with little better to do than 

pontificate about the textuality of the physical self. Exploring this literature during my 

initial foray into the tattooing figuration, I found a wealth of sociological kuowledge and 

insight about bodies and their cultural significance. 

The sociology of the body is, for me, one of the most exciting, prolific, and 

innovative sub-fields within the discipline. Arising out of virtual obscurity in the 1980s, 



the subject of corporeality has never been more consequential in sociological research 

than now. Theory, methods, and substantive foci of investigation are all affected by our 

"return to" bodies. In writing this text, I cannot help but reflect upon the growth in 

research on bodies even since I began this study several years ago. An interdisciplinary 

journal, Body and Society now exists as a vehicle for gathering and disseminating 

research on bodies, articles about corporeality in other journals continue to grow in 

number as do books on the subject, and courses in the sociology of the body are creeping 

into undergraduate curricula across the country. Furthermore, experts in typically 

marginalised sociological sub-fields such as sport, gender, and health/illness are now 

called upon for their theoretical insight, and long-standing theoretical dualisms such as 

the mindhody, selflsociety, and agency/structure separations are vigorously questioned 

through empirical research. 

But I continue to wonder where tattooing fits into the growing literature on bodies 

and their sociological relevance. To illustrate, as part of my Ph.D. program I was required 

to declare an official area of specialisation. Working with Kevin Young, we sat down and 

tried to narrow this down to three or four. I simply could not say, though, "the body," 

"social deviance," "sub-cultural studies," "popular culture," or "youth studies" accurately 

captured the complexity of the topic. I included each as my "area," placing myself in a 

rather dubious position in working out a reading list for my profession exams. To 

conform with areas of specialisation held fast in our sociology department at the 

university, however, I chose "deviance" as my official area of specialisation. Feeling 

somewhat beguiled and disappointed by this labelling, I continued on assuring myself the 

research transgressed these boundaries and included much more than allowed in such 

simplistic categorisation. I knew, and still know, this research is about the cultural ways 

in which bodies are defined, negotiated, contested, and valued as markers of 

soc ia l i~egrudgingly  understanding that studies in the sociology of the body must 

continually be referenced against long-standing sub-fields. 

At the same time, I cannot help but wonder where and how the sociology of the 

body will develop in the future. I believe we currently stand at a precipice in this area. 

Looking backwards, we see a path carved out by individuals establishing that "bodies 

matter" in sociological theory and practice. Viewing our current standing, we see scores 



of researchers rushing into the field, rapidly working to construct a bridge so that others 

may cross the divide separating modern and postmodern society. We should, however, 

carefully inspect the empirical quality, theoretical durability, and methodological strength 

of the planks providing this walkway. In clamouring to gather evidence about the impact 

of postmodernity on bodies, we seem to have forgotten that sociologists are in the 

business of conducting social researchesearch founded upon empirical evidence, 

methods with evaluative criteria, and theories which can be tested (or at least 

substantiated or unsubstantiated) against lived experience. Taking the development and 

empirical testing of theory on bodies as a central concern in this research, I wish to 

continue the sociological investigation of corporeality demanded by sociologists of the 

1980s and early 1990s, while warning others about the perils posed to the study of bodies 

by nihilistic, seemingly purposeless, or self-indulgent musings on the subject. 

One of the most troubling criticisms fiends of mine have made of sociology, is 

that sociologists have a tendency to transform that which is easily perceptible into 

exceedingly verbose and confusing academic texts. As a sociologist, I understand this 

concern, while simultaneously realising that we will never be able to escape losing some 

of the commonsense elements of life within sociological understandings and 

representations of human interaction. If we do not we are merely flaneurs, aimlessly 

strolling city streets offering social commentary to those who might listen in passing. In 

practice we walk a fine line, carefully developing concepts and theories to explain the 

nebulous collage which is the social world, yet retaining the integrity and voice of those 

we study (or those with whom we study social life). I sincerely question the benefit of 

sociological research which is solely geared toward pleasing the academic community 

rather than stimulating or benefiting other "communities." I also fail to see merit in 

swinging the pendulum the other way, writing journalism, fiction, or poetry to be sold for 

mass consumption. 

In conclusion, the following discussion of tattooing is based on over ten years of 

personal involvement with members of the Canadian tattoo figuration. I have met many 

characters along the way, seen fiends come and go, and questioned my own beliefs about 

tattooing. Deviant or not, tattooing is a deeply historical and unique form of human 

representation. As a species, we mark our bodies in order to signify our humanity, to 
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express and co~ll~~lunicate our sociality as we do through sculpture, architecture, painting, 

speech, dance, cinema, or gesture. For too long, sociologists have downplayed the 

(cross)cultural significance of tattooing, favouring depictions of the tattoo as a symbol of 

subcultural deviance and disrepute. While this remains an accurate conceptual portrayal 

of tattooing in Western cultures to a degree, and is revered by many tattoo enthusiasts, 

our cultural sensibilities toward this form of art are undergoing rapid change. In failing to 

recognise the polysemic and fluctuating nature of the tattoo as a cultural signifier, we 

have misinterpreted the humanity ingrained in the practice and the relevance of tattooing 

across time and space. The discussion of tattooing constructed here is, then, not a 

totalising, politically-charged, perfect, romantic, or theoretically flawless account of 

individuals who at some point in their lives decided to become tattooed. It is a piece of 

sociological research, and I simply offer it as such. 
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CHAPTER 1 
BODY MODIFICATION: 

PLASTIC-FANTASTIC REPRESENTATION IN SOCIETY 

Recently, I watched a commercial on television advertising a "revolutionary" way to tone 

one's muscles. Essentially, a person attaches a series of "high-tech, scientifically 

designed plastic" electrodes to the body and, "the brain is stimulated into sending out fat- 

burning and muscle-producing messages." The purpose of the apparatus is seemingly 

elementary; to rouse the muscles into a state of 'simulated' exercise. The commercial 

shows several hulking men lying on a beach or lounging on chesterfields while their 

bodies are effortlessly shaped by the device. Similarly, young, bikini-clad women are 

shown relaxing in tanning beds or watching television while the machine works away 

their "unwanted" pounds. 

The product, and commercial advertising of the product, underscore the simple 

fact that we are increasingly motivated to pursue new and innovative ways to modify our 

bodies. We live in an era in which people are encouraged and socially expected to engage 

in a full gamut of body modification practices, from the banal or routine (e.g., a haircut), 

to the more physically invasive and dramatic (e.g., breast augmentation). Body 

modification products or services abound in everyday life. Grocery stores, hair salons, 

diet centres, exercise gyms, fashion retailers, laser eye-care offices, and health spas all 

offer commodities and strategies oriented toward changing our physical bodies and 

'bettering' our lives. We are, in a sense, a culture of body modificationists, with our 

satiety for altering the corporeal only stifled by the limits imposed by our imaginations, 

financial resources, commercial products at our disposal, and scientific-medical 

technologies. 

In the past ten years, sociologists have become mindll of the frequency and 

rapidity with which people deliberately "modify" their bodies. Through perhaps one of 

the most focused and insightful exegeses of the topic, Shilling (1993) conceptualises 

body modification as intentionally designed "projects," and contends that such 

undertakings are integral in formulating identity over the life course. He argues that 

bodies exist in a continual process of "becoming"-as their sizes, shapes, appearances, 

and contents are subject to ongoing transformation-(Shilling 1993). A wide spectrum of 



body projects have been examined sociologically, including the construction of 

megarexic (hyper-muscular) bodies (Bednarek 1985; Bordo 1990; Klein 1993; Lowe 

1998; Obel 1996; St. Martin & Gavey 1996; White et al. 1995), aerobically fit bodies 

Poland 2000; Maguire & Mansfield 1998; Markula 1995), emaciated bodies (Ellman 

1993; Lupton 1996; MacSween 1993; Seid 1989), trans-gendered bodies (Butler 1990; 

Garber 1992,1997; Segal1994), cosmetically altered bodies (Davis 1994,1997a, 1997b; 

Dull & West 1991; Gillespie 1996), and cyborg bodies (Balsamo 1996; Cole 1998; 

Critical Art Ensemble 1998; Duquin 1994; Haraway 1991; Rintala 1995). As "body 

work" (Mller & Penz 1991) has blossomed as a method of identity (re)construction in 

North America, a corresponding proliferation of "body work" in sociology has occurred. 

One of the most visibly en vogue, and clearly under-researched, body projects in 

the new millennium is tattooing. As an estimated figure, approximately 15-20 percent of 

North Americans are tattooed (M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001; Camphausen 1997; 

Rowanchilde 1995). This prevalence is historically unparalleled in Western cultures and 

somewhat surprising in light of estimates of just ten years ago which suggested the 

participation rate to be as low as 4-6 percent (Sanders 1989; Steward 1990). Once 

associated almost exclusively with the social underbelly (Gn..net 1983; McKerracher & 

Watson 1969; Paine 1979; Sanders 1989; St. Clair & Govenar 1981), existing research 

illustrates how tattooing now "cuts across" categories of age, gender, socio-economic 

status (i.e., education, income, occupational prestige), ethnic background, religious 

affiliation, and sexual orientation (M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001; DeMello 2000; K. 

Irwin 2000; Myers 1997; Vail 1999). With the influx of people (e.g., artists and their 

clients) into the tattoo "scene" (J. Irwin 1977) and contemporary shift in cultural 

understandings of tattoos, the practice is undergoing unplanned transformation in North 

America. 

For the most part, though, sociologists still know very little about contemporary 

tattoo enthusiasts' fascination with this body project, cultural sensibilities about the 

practice, or intersubjectively shared understandings of tattoo art. This is particularly true 

in the Canadian context, since there have been no sustained sociological analyses of 

Canadian tattooing. Given the boom and ongoing "renaissance" (DeMello 2000; Rubin 

1988) in Western tattooing since the early 1980-a collection of activities and events 



altering the membership base of tattoo enthusiasts and ushering in a new era of 

professionalism in tattooing (DeMello 2000; K. Irwin 2000; Mi& 1997; Rubin 1988; 

Sanders 1989-s stands as a noticeable gap in the sociological literature. 

In broadly describing the overarching purposes of this research, then, the study is 

organised around two main sociological problems. First, I am principally concerned with 

explaining why a noticeable number of Canadians are tattooing their bodies at this 

juncture in our cultural history. With of a plethora of less permanent and more normative 

methods for manipulating bodies readily available, why has tattooing become undeniably 

de rigeur among Canadians? Locating the current study in the ongoing historical 

development of the Canadian tattoo "figuration" (Elias 1978,1994), a primary concern in 

this research is how long-term sociogenic (Elias 1983, 1994, 1996) transformations in 

Canada (both within and outside of the tattoo figuration) have influenced individuals to 

become more curious about, fascinated with, and accepting of tattoos. 

Second, and inexorably conjoined with the first question, this research examines 

how individual orientations or tattooing habituses (Bourdieu 1984; Elias 1994, 1996; 

Labarge & Sankoff 1988; Mauss 1973) fluctuate over time. Specifically, through the 

critical inspection of narratives about tattooing provided by contemporary tattoo artists 

and their clients, key segments of the analysis are devoted to the elucidation of how 

tattoos become sought out as a form of expression at certain stages in the life course. 

Attention is given to how tattooing corresponds with the ongoing psychogenic (Elias 

1978,1983,1996) development of individuals, and how the experience of being tattooed 

is grounded in fundamentally interdependent, highly rationalised, and deeply affective 

structures of interpretation. Cultivating an analysis of tattoos as concurrent markers of 

independence (qua individuality) and interdependence (qua group affiliation), focus is 

centred on the processes through which tattoos become reflective of specific personality 

structures toward the body and its modification. 

In the process of sketching out the substantive and theoretical relevance of this 

line of research to the parent discipline, a brief re-visitation of the sociological interest in 

bodies introduces a series of central problems and issues germane to tattooing as a body 

project. While the significance of existing research on bodies (and their modification) is 

discussed throughout the analysis, a preliminary foray into the literature establishes a 



crucial backdrop against which the current study can be set. Specifically, locating the 

practice within the burgeoning sociological interest in corporeality (and corporeal 

alteration) brings to the fore a grouping of sociological concepts immediately pertinent to 

the analysis of tattooing. It similarly points to potential deficiencies inherent within 

dominant theories and popular sociological perspectives employed by sociologists in the 

field of corporeal research. Though much is gleaned fiom existing research on body 

projects, I argue that sociology would well benefit fiom the exploration of as yet 

unexamined practices and scenes in the field of body modification. 

Bodies. Body Modification. and Sociological Theory 

Seventeen years have passed since Bryan Turner's seminal work, The Body and Society 

(1984), helped rejuvenate an interest in corporeality within sociology. Following Turner's 

lead, social theorists have become considerably more aware of the myriad ways bodies 

are constructed, modified, and understood, and how they have become integral to 

representing identity in the ''postmodern" or "high modern" era (Giddens 1991; D. 

Harvey 1989; Shilling 1993; Strinati 1995; Vigarello 1995). Although sociological 

concerns with corporeality are multi-layered, it appears the general 'tum to' bodies in 

theory and research has been fuelled by two major trends. 

First, the contemporary explosion of research on body modification has been 

partially inspired by the ascendance and widespread exploration of several burgeoning 

streams of theory. While authors may debate the specific aetiology underlying the growth 

in research on bodies, feminist theories (Bartky 1988; Bordo & Jaggar 1989; Butler 1990, 

1993; Goldenberg 1987; A. Hall 1996; MacKinnon 1987; Martin 1994; Price & Shildrick 

1999; Sedgwick 1994), Foucauldian post-structuralism (1977, 1979, 1980, 1987), 

postmodernism (Baudrillard 1983, 1988; Denida 1976; Lyotard 1986; McRobbie 1994), 

phenomenology (Kleinman 1979; Merleau-Ponty l962), and dramaturgy (Goffman 1959, 

1963, 1967) are enduring influences. Importantly, though, emphasising different foci of 

inquiry and promulgating divergent interpretations of bodies, these theoretical 

perspectives collectively advocate an exigency for studying the body as a "text of 

culture" (Bordo 1989, p.14)-that is, how bodily shape, size, appearance, movement, and 



experience influence and are influenced by one's interaction with others in a particular 

culture (cf. Bourdieu 1984; de Certeau 1984). 

Second, the growing sociological interest in bodies is also driven by a recognition 

that long-term, and ongoing, socio-cultural transformations in Western societies have 

fostered new sensibilities about what constitutes normative or otherwise appropriate 

bodily construction and display. Giddens (1991), for example, suggests there is escalating 

disbelief in dominant cultural meta-narratives which establish universal guidelines for 

understanding the nature of bodies (e.g., religious, moral, medical-scientific). Often 

heralded as a marker of the postmodern age (Pitts 1998; Theberge 1991), individuals are 

now more reflexive and simultaneously uncertain about how their bodies can be used as a 

means of personal representation. 

Expanding upon this idea, albeit without subscribing to postmodernist theory, 

Maguire (1999) argues that cross-cultural exchange intrinsic in globalisation processes 

effectively erodes barriers between cultures. As a result, traditional uses and 

understandings of the body in Western cultures are now widely questioned and 

uncertainties about the body exacerbated. Similarly, Beck (1991) mentions the posthigh- 

modern epoch is characteristically an era of "risk" in which individuals are more 

conscious of the multiplying social (e.g., discrimination, poverty, crime) and biological 

(e.g., AIDS, pollution) perils which highlight a necessity for meticulous bodily 

monitoring, maintenance, and defence. In a related way, Featherstone (1991) notes how 

the heightened attention granted to bodies both inside and outside the academy is 

reflective of cultural constructions of bodies as sites of commodity consumption. As 

bodies can be altered, modified, or re-structured with the aid of a wide range of 

commercial products, individuals are able to explore a multitude of ways for 

manipulating their bodies and literally repackaging their selves at will (Balsamo 1996; 

Bordo 1992; Falk 1994; Shilling 1993). 

Taking a step, or perhaps a leap backward, it would be remiss to ignore that the 

"founding fathers" of sociology included the body as a subject of theoretical analysis; be 

it in the discussion of how bodies are reproduced and distributed within an antagonistic 

and stratified structure of social relations (e.g., Marx), how bodies are sites of struggle 

between souls and the daily realities of physical existence and survival (e.g., Durkheim), 



or how bodies serve as symbols of religiouslsocial distinction (e.g., Weber). In retrospect, 

many of our canonised classical theorists exhibited a keen interest in corporeality, and 

encrypted this interest into their respective meta-theories. 

But as researchers devoted to the study of body modification concur (cf. Eichberg 

1998; B. Turner 1984; Williams & Bendelow 1998), sociologists in the first two-thirds of 

the twentieth century subsequently abandoned the imperative of positioning bodies 

centrally in sociological theory, in favour of a Cartesian separation between the mind and 

the body (e.g., Berger & Luckmann 1967; Blurner 1969; Homans 1961; Mead 1934; 

Mills 1956; Parsons 1937; Schutz 1967). With some notable exceptions (e.g., Elias 1994; 

Goffinan 1959,1963; Simmel1957,1971; Spencer 1908), bodies systematically vanished 

in mainstream sociological theory until the late 1970s. Apparently transcending the need 

for studying how corporeality ties into the socio-logic, sociologists mainly pursued 

theoretical and empirical analyses of either the self (and self-consciousness) or social 

structures. Extending the project of Enlightenment philosophers, individuals were 

considered as minded beings with innate capabilities for reason, rationality, self- 

reflection, and foresight with the sociological significance of embodiment eschewed. 

Elias (1 991 a, 1994) refers to this as the predominance of the homo clausus perspective in 

sociological theory in which the mind and the self are ritually separated-the body 

simply viewed as an "empty vessel" or "container" for the self. 

The resurgence in bodies (and their modification) as subjects of theory and 

research in the past two decades, however, has transformed our sociological appreciation 

of corporeality. To be sure, not all sociologists share an immediate concern for bodily 

matters nor exhibit a tangible interest in issues of embodiment. With this said, a lion's 

share of contemporary theory on bodies and extant research suggests that, when we 

choose to ignore the sociological significance of bodies in constructing and applying 

social theories, we erroneously dismiss the extent to which individuals are preoccupied 

with bodies (and their modification) in everyday life. 

Rekindling a Sociological Interest in Bodies and their Modijication 

In reviewing the literature(s) on body projects, several of the sociological sub-disciplines 

are rightfully lauded as pioneers in the study of how we actively modify our bodies. 



Although body modification is now investigated from within a variety of sub-fields 

within sociology, research in the areas of health and illness, sport, and gender is 

especially noteworthy. 

In a diverse collection of substantive research, work in the sociology of health and 

illness elicits a recognition of the voluntary (e.g., dieting, exercising, or preventative 

therapies) and involuntary (e.g., through surgeries and in response to disease and decay) 

manners by which bodies are modified. Honing in on the authority over bodies and their 

modification assumed by members of the medicallhealth care industries, a general 

critique of the "medicalisation of everyday life" and hegemony doctors and other medical 

experts wield in constructing and promoting understandings of bodies is offered (cf. 

Freund & McGuire 1999). In particular, feminist scholars (Chemin 1981; Duden 1993; 

Katz 1999; Stafford 1991) poignantly articulate the extent to which women's bodies are 

subject to a medical gazeereinforcing a social authority founded upon patriarchal 

ideologies which surreptitiously legitimise and extend the subordination of women. 

More generally, though, sociologists of health and illness explain North 

Americans' escalating concern with bodies by pointing out that our society is ageing, and 

thus more attuned to corporeal problems. Seeking to gain greater biological control over 

the body, we invent new devices and medical technologies intended to sustain or improve 

debilitated or otherwise impaired bodies @alsamo 1996; Williams & Bendelow 1998). 

North Americans may now choose h m  a proverbial shopping list of implants, 

prostheses, vitamin supplements, exercise regimens, and apparatuses/tools to limit the toll 

taken on the body by natural breakdown. As a result, our ability to fix bodily dysfunction 

(simply postponing the effects of ageing) is greater than in any other historical period. 

Being, and especially looking, healthy is an option (and expectation) for most members 

of society as the technology and services exist to sustain the biological integrity of our 

bodies (White et al. 1995). Not only, then, do medical advancements alter how we 

experience corporeality, they buttress existing medical discourses which construe bodies 

as physical entities to be probed, mapped, invaded, dissected, modified, and cloned 

(Foucault 1972, 1979,1980; Critical Art Ensemble 1998; Kroker & Kroker 1987; Shogan 

1999). In this process, bodies become more aptly regarded as a series of interchangeable 



parts rather than a unified e n t i m r  in any sense, composite elements of a self (Balsamo 

1996). 

Closely linked to research on the replaceability of body parts, sociologists of 

health and illness also inspect the ways in which bodies are modified in preventative 

defence of or response to traumatic illnesses such as AIDS, cancer, heart disease, or other 

chronic physical pathologies (Aggleton et al. 1989; Crawford 1994; Frank 1991 b; Juengst 

& Koenig 1994; Sontag 19%). Here, the study of body modification revolves around the 

methods (e.g., biological, medical-technological, or inter-personal) people adopt in 

reclaiming traumatised bodies. Frequently, patients are provided with an opportunity to 

speak out about their experiences with illness and medical care provided by health care 

professionals. For example, Frank (1991b) and Sontag (1991) both advocate the study of 

patients' nmatives about their experiences with illness as part of developing theory about 

the relationships between bodies, selves, societal institutions and medical discourses. 

Overwhelmingly, it seems, by incorporating issues of corporeality into empirical research 

and theory, sociologists in the field of health and illness arduously struggle to refurbish 

the sociological connection between the mind and the body while decoding the genealogy 

of medical discourses about bodies. In wake of this research, social constructions of the 

biological body vis-A-vis medical discourse are increasingly interrogated. 

Resonating with themes proffered in the sociology of health and illness, 

sociologists of sport strive to discern how bodies are inextricably connected to identities 

(Gnmeau 1993; J. Harvey 1986; J. Harvey & Sparks 1991; Loy 1991; Loy et al. 1993). 

Considering issues in hyper-muscularity in sport (Klein 1993; White et al. 1995), gay 

bodies in sport (Pronger 1990), gendered bodies in sport (Dworkin & Wachs 1998; 

Hargreaves 1986; Lenskyj 1986; Messner 1992; Messner & Sabo 1992; Theberge 1991; 

White & Gillett 1994; K. Young 1997), technology and sporting bodies (Blake 1997; 

Brohm 1978; Eichberg 1998; Hoberman 1992; Kirk 1994; Rintala 1995; Shogan 1999; 

Trujillo 1995), or the release of emotions through sport (Elias & Dunning 1986; Maguire 

1993), sociologists of sport have accepted a mandate of studying how athletic 

performance is fiamed by (and itself frames) broader cultural constructions of the body. 

Employing a variety of theories and covering a multitude of substantive areas, sport- 

related research challenges those inspecting the sociological relevance of corporeality to 



venture beyond a mere spectatorship of sporting bodies (A. Hall 1996). Research shows 

that just as the meaning of sport in our society is disputed, athletes' experiences with 

body modification in sport are equally subject to situated definition and interpretation (K. 

Young & White 1995). 

Certainly, one of the most illustrative lines of inquiry is the inspection of how 

athletes learn to define and collectively articulate bodily pain and injury (Curry & Stauss 

1994; Messner 1990; M. Smith 1991; White & K. Young 1999; K. Young 1993; K. 

Young & White 1995; K. Young et al. 1994). Expanding upon the literature in the 

sociology of health/illness analysing the sociality of corporeal injury and technologies of 

physiological recovery, sociologists of sport delve into an aspect of life typically shunned 

or silently managed. The sociology of sport teaches the injured body is as damaged or 

marred socially as it is physically scarred, bruised, or broken. As athletes' identities (and 

material livelihoods) are heavily tied to bodily performance and appearance, a disabled 

athletic body is an outward signifier of a discredited self (Burstyn 1999; Sabo 1986; K. 

Young et al. 1994). In many ways, sociologists of sport contend the consideration of how 

physical capabilities/limitations are socially constructed and understood is central in 

developing embodied sociological theory. 

Third, and perhaps the most common field within which the study of body 

projects has prospered, the sociology of gender is built upon a foundation of "embodied" 

theories and concepts. Born out of debates concerning "naturalism" and gender-r how 

socially experienced differences between the sexes axe constructed as natural derivatives 

of biological differences (i.e., the essentialist versus constructionist debate)--feminist 

deliberations on how bodies are socially defined through outward markers of masculinity 

and femininity have led to a re-evaluation of how cultural discourses shape embodied 

experience. In a nutshell, feminist research underscores how women's bodies are texts 

upon which cultural codes of femininity are produced and contested, as female body 

projects involve either (or both) the ongoing maintenance of hegemonic ideology about 

femininity or the conscious attempt to subvert patriarchal ideology through "bodily" 

resistance (Bartky 1988; Bordo 1993; Butler 1993; Coward 1985; Davis 1994, 1997a; 

Goldenberg 1987; Ollenberger & Moore 1992; Sanford 1992; Scott & Morgan 1993; 

Wolf 1990). 



Feminist research on the social construction of bodies, then, adds much to our 

understanding of how body projects are replete with cultural codes. Discussing the 

processes by which culture is inscribed upon or performed through the body in everyday 

practice and movement-what de Certeau (1984) refers to as "intextuationy'-feminist 

researchers articulate how patriarchal standards of beauty and sexuality are imprinted on 

women's bodies as a means of social control (Davis 1994% 1997b; Haug 1987; 

Ollenburger and Moore 1992; Sanford 1992). Drawing heavily (and sometimes, almost 

exclusively) upon the works of Foucault (1977, 1979), feminist researchers articulate 

how masculine authority in Western cultures is partly maintained through the active 

biological (i.e., medical) and social (i.e., norms, values, beliefs) control of women's 

bodies (Bordo 1990; Butler 1990; Cole 1993; Deveaux 1994; Duncan 1994; Eskes et al. 

1998; A. Hall 1996; Lenskyj 1994; Segal 1994; Shildrick & Price 1996). Qute simply, 

the "female" body is socially constructed, monitored, regulated, and maintained 

according to specific hegemonic notions of femininity. Importantly, hegemonic 

masculine ideologies serve to position female bodies as objectified, subordinate, and 

rightfully dominated. Organised around unattainable images and styles of respectable yet 

sexually desirable femininity, traditional body codes promulgate the idea that feminine 

bodies are both passive and powerless: 

It is no coincidence that this sexual ideal (of the slim, sofi, innocent body) 

is an image which connotes powerlessness. Admittedly, the actual ideal is 

not of a demure, classically "feminine" girl per se, but a vigorous and 

immature adolescent.. .it is not a shape which suggests power (Coward 

1985, p.41). 

A central theme in the feminist literature is, then, the indomitable relationship 

between bodies and social structures of powerlauthority. Feminist and pro-feminist 

researchers insist that gender is a key (and perhaps the principal) component in shaping 

one's habitus toward body modification over time, and that the cultivation of such 

habituses reproduces relations of power in a society. In describing the body as a "text of 

culture," Bordo writes: 

Through the pursuit of an ever-changing, homogenising, elusive ideal of 

femininity-a pursuit without a terminus, a resting point, requiring that 



women constantly attend to minute and often whimsical changes in 

fashiorr--female bodies become what Foucault calls "docile 

bodies"4odies whose forces and energies are habituated to external 

regulation, subjection, transformation, and improvement (1989, p.14). 

Feminist authors such as Bordo (1989) maintain that culturally accepted women's body 

projects (such as breast augmentation or excessive dieting) are best viewed as 

exaggerated or caricatured expressions of dominant ideals of the female body since these 

body projects express traditional images of the female body and existing relations of 

power in excess (cf. Davis 1994,1997a). 

Feminist researchers also note that body projects may be carefully orchestrated by 

women to subvert dominant gender codes. While feminist scholars remain attentive to, 

and unequivocally captious of, body projects which reaffirm and reproduce hegemonic 

masculine codes of "traditional" femininity (i.e., docile, subordinate, yet hyper-sexual), 

the study of body projects which undermine dominant cultural ideologies is now more 

common. For example, Miller & Penz (1991) suggest the "unnatural" strength cultivated 

by women through bodybuilding breeds both physical and social power, ultimately 

challenging masculine hegemony. Through the study of radical forms of cosmetic 

manipulation, Davis (1994, 1997a) illustrates how women may contest dominant cultural 

codes of feminine beauty by engaging in certain forms of dramatic plastic surgery. These 

theatrical body modifications are vulgar or "grotesque" (Bhaktin 1984) when compared 

to conventional images of the beautiful female body. For some women, modifjmg the 

body in these ways creates an avenue of self-exploration and personal emancipation. 

In the rare analyses of women's participation in tattooing, authors such as 

Wroblewski (1992), Mifnin (1997), Pitts (1998), and DeMello (2000) argue that 

tattooing, branding and scarification body projects (typically markers of hyper- 

masculinity) confront hegemonic masculine (Donaldson 1993) constructions of the 

feminine body. Pitts (1998) suggests that for many women, modifLing the body becomes 

a vehicle of liberation in the process of reconstructing one's self-identity. Described as a 

"lirninal rite of passage" (Pitts 1998, p.73), participating in non-nonnative body projects 

signifies the movement from a former powerless self (regulated and controlled by men) 

to an empowered self (liberated through profane body practices). In P. Cohen's (1972) 



terms, women may employ tattooing or branding in the process of "winning space" in a 

culture. 

Complementing research on the social construction of femininity, empirical 

investigations of how body projects are employed as a method of exploring masculinities 

are steadily increasing in number (Burstyn 1999; Connell 1995; Edward 1997; Hearn & 

Morgan 1990; Johnson & Meinhof 1997; Kimbrell 1995; Kimmel & Messner 1992; Scott 

& Moran 1993). This movement toward acknowledging masculinity in its plurality has 

been somewhat validated by the recent creation of a new journal devoted to the subject 

(Men and Masculinities). Advocating research on a variety of masculinities, queer theory 

has re-positioned the study of male bodies by focusing on how hegemonic constructions 

of masculinity tend to marginalise certain types, forms, or expressions of the male body 

(Herek 1987; Pronger 1990). In particular, gay male bodies are culturally and 

institutionally subordinated in relation to heterosexual constructions of gay bodies. h this 

respect-+ evidenced in research in the sociology of sport focusing on the construction 

of masculinity in sport c u l t u r e ~ a y  bodies are appropriately viewed as cultural texts 

upon which codes of "acceptable" masculinity are produced, reproduced, negotiated, and 

contested (Morgan 1993; Pronger 1990, 1999). For others, particularly those criticising 

the tendency to conflate the sociology of gender with women's studies, analyses of 

masculine bodies reveal the limitations and constraints (i.e., preventing the outward 

display of emotion and feeling, bodily experimentation, physicallaffective relationships 

with other men) imposed by dominant cultural constructions of masculinity upheld by 

both men and women. 

In sum, these are only several of the main theoretical, conceptual, and substantive 

themes related to body modification (e.g., body projects, bodies as social texts, 

culture/identity/body links, intextuation, authority/power/discourse, habitus) generated by 

existing research. In this study of tattooing, I recognise the direction provided by other 

sociologists as a theoretical and conceptual terrain upon which a study of body 

modification may be mapped, and I consider others' research on body projects a 

springboard for formulating sociological questions relating to "mainstream" and %on- 

mainstream" forms of body modification. For example, these questions would include: 



How, why, and by whom are particular forms of body modification promoted 

as normative or non-normative? 

How, when, and by whom are body modification practices constructed andlor 

interpreted as acts of cultural reproduction or resistance? 

How do one's body modification practices relate to social position (i.e., 

gender, class, SES, religion, sexual orientation, ethnicity)? 

How, and when, is body modification linked to the (re)construction of 

identity, and is body modification central in cultivating collective identities? 

How are intersubjective understandings of bodies and body modification 

achieved? 

How do cultural andlor individual sensibilities toward body modification 

develop over time? 

Taken separately and together, each of the sociological sub-disciplines noted above offers 

rudimentary answers to these questions (based on varying theoretical lines of inquiry and 

substantive foci of inquiry). While these questions pertain directly to my research on 

tattooing, I employ a relatively untapped theoretical framework in this study in order to 

recast and (re)address each in a slightly different manner-aunely, a process- 

sociological approach (Elias 1978, 1991 a, 1991b, 1994). To date, sociologists 

(particularly Canadian and American sociologists) have overlooked process-sociology as 

a viable and insightful theoretical Gramework. An approach championing theoretical 

integration, development, and synthesis, I argue that process-sociology engenders 

considerable understanding of contemporary tattooing practices, concomitantly 

challenging sociologists to reconsider theoretical conceptualisations of bodies 

predominant in current sociological thought and research practice. 

Admittedly, then, one of the primary goals of my research on tattooing is to 

encourage sociologists to actively press for theoretical innovation in and integration of 

research on body modification. However, it would be misleading to imply that my 

concem for theoretical and substantive integration in research on the body is the h t  of 

its kind. As a means of calling attention to the sociological relevance of bodies, 

integrating existing work on bodies, and summarising main theoretical issues germane to 

the sociological study of corporeality, researchers including Turner (1984) and Frank 



(1991a) developed analyhcal templates for conceptualising corporeal experience. While 

an extended discussion of the respective natures, thrusts, and merits of each typology 

might prove worthwhile, another examination of each typology would be needlessly 

pedantic at this stage in the literature (cf Williams & Bendelow 1998). Worth 

acknowledging, however, are three meta-theoretical interests in bodies (and their 

modification) encapsulated within the typologies (and subsequently pursued by 

sociologists) which bear directly on the current study of tattooing as a body project. 

Toward Integration and Synthesis in Research on Bodies 

Aside fi-om Boltanski's (1971) summary of the sociological significance of bodies or 

Heinernam's (1980) typology of "sporting" bodies, B. Turner's (1984) typology of 

bodily experience stands as one of the most focused efforts to integrate separate theories 

about the body. Centrally positioning bodies as a problem of social order, B. Turner 

(1984) established an early conceptual grid for analysing the sociological significance of 

corporeality. His schema underscores how bodies literally figure into structures of 

cultural power and authority. However, as Frank (1991a) astutely points out, B. Turner's 

typology is underpinned with tenets of functionalism which lead him to downplay 

personal experience with the body in his theoretical fi-amework. That is, a 

phenomenological understanding of bodies is lost in favour of an examination of how 

bodies are contained and regulated by social laws, customs, and beliefs. While, then, B. 

Turner's (1984) emphasis on bodies solicits a consideration of how moving bodies are a 

concern at a societal level, his typology does not sufficiently include the study of bodily 

experience and management in the here and now of everyday life. 

Interestingly, with the exception of Frank (1991a) and Maguire (1993), 

sociologists have seemingly jettisoned the exploration of integrated typologies of the 

body since B. Turner's (1984) re-visitation of the relationship between bodies and social 

order. Favouring, instead, the works of theorists such as Baudrillard (1983), Butler (1990, 

1993), and especially Foucault (1977, 1979) in deliberating the body/social order 

relationship, forays into the sociological significance of bodies have taken a decisively 

postmodernist turn. Most notably, the widespread diffusion of Foucauldian analysis in 



research efforts and "readings" of bodies has veritably revamped the study of how bodies 

are signifiers of social order and control. 

Foucault (1977, 1979, 1988) argues that institutional discourses (e.g., medical, 

moral, sexual, religious, political) promote ideologies thereby constraining ftee bodily 

expression and experience. Through dissemination and internalisation of these 

discourses, individual bodies become contained; that is, bodies are rendered "docile" 

(Foucault 1979, 1988). Containment of the social body is achieved when individuals are 

socialised to perceive their bodies as constantly monitored and judged in a panoptic 

manner (Foucault 1977, 1979, 1988). In a Barthesian (1972, 1975) sense, the pursuit or 

release of jouissance (i.e., the fiee, bodily experience of ecstasy) is forsaken in complying 

to socially acceptable means of bodily plaisir (i.e., normative forms of bodily pleasure) 

(cf. Fiske 1989a, 1989b). Therefore, the body is lived, displayed, and altered throughout 

life in compliance with normative standards of bodily behaviour explicitly and tacitly 

embedded in institutional constructions of the body, and individuals are dissuaded from 

actively reconstructing their bodies/selves as sites of subjective pleasure (Andrews 1993; 

Pronger 1999; Rail 1998; Rail & Harvey 1995). 

A second meta-theoretical issue spawned by theoretical integration and typologies 

of the body, is surnmarised through Frank's (1991a) typology of the body. Contrary to 

tendencies contained within Turner's (1 984) ftamework, Frank's (1 99 1 a) understanding 

of bodies is saturated by a phenomenologicaI emphasis on how bodies are socially 

constructed. Arguing bodies become defined and intersubjectively understood within 

networks of relationships between people, emphasis is directed toward the social 

processes through which bodies are interpreted. Such an approach reaffirms that 

corporeal experience is partly shaped by one's positions/roles/statuses in society (and 

deeply structured as a site of social order), but principally attends to issues in 

embodiment-aot simply living in or with a body, but developing relationships and 

subjective understandings of corporeality. 

In this respect, Frank's (1991a) project integrates and reformulates statements and 

musings on the culturelbody relationship. For example, Marcel Mauss' (1973) 

conceptualisation of bodily habitus represents one of the earliest recognised efforts to 

conjoin the analysis of embodied experience with larger analyses of cultural tastes and 



preferences toward the body. For Mauss (1973), individuals learn how to use their bodies 

from a given cultural orientation; that is, bodily experience is only understood in 

reference to group or cultural perceptions of the body internalised through socialisation 

processes. Not only does this include technical aspects of bodily performance (e.g., 

speech and movement), but it also includes structures of interpretation about what the 

body "is" as an entity: 

We are everywhere faced with the physio-psychological assemblages of 

series of action. These actions are more or less habitual and more or less 

ancient in the life of the individual and the history of society.. .In group 

life as a whole there is a kind of education of movements in close 

order.. .Here there is a strong sociological causality in all these facts.. .On 

the other hand, this all presupposes an enormous biological and 

physiological apparatus.. .I think that the basic education in all these 

techniques consists of adaptation of the body to their use (Mauss 1973, 

pp.85-86). 

In a more theoretically developed examination of habitus formation processes, Elias 

(1 983, 1994, 1996) describes a habitus as a "personality structure," or "second nature," 

suggesting that, through ongoing socialisation processes, individuals learn seemingly 

natural and taken-for-granted ways of experiencing, utilising, and interpreting their 

bodies. Influenced by both Mauss' (1973) and Elias' (1994, 1996) description of habitus, 

Bourdieu (1984, 1990) further describes how "bodily hexis" shapes one's conceptions of 

corporeality. Bourdieu (1984) cleverly outlines how dominant (i.e., mainly class-based) 

codes of appropriate bodily display are literally inscribed on bodies, while simultaneously 

illustrating how people make use of their bodies in normative and non-normative ways in 

the process of securing physical, social, and cultural capital (cf. Clement 1995; Wacquant 

1995). 

A third meta-theoretical focus of investigation stemming fiom both B. Turner's 

(1984) and Frank's (1991a) typologies, bodies are interjected into current debates about 

the consumer-based nature of North American culture. Revolving around a belief that we 

have entered into either a "late modem" (Giddens 1991; Shilling 1993) or "postmodern" 

(Borgman 1992; D. Harvey 1989; Lyotard 1986) era, questions about the social status of 



bodies are posed in discussion of the perceived decay in dominant social meta-narratives 

traditionally shaping understandings of embodied experience (Shilling 1993; Woodward 

1997). As noted previously, the decline in social codes and rules about bodies is 

compounded by the increase in medical (e.g., illness, disease), social (e.g., crime, hyper- 

consumerism, unemployment), and cultural (e.g., fragmentation, disenfranchisement, 

globalisation) uncertainties confronting individuals in Western cultures (Beck 1991). This 

has opened the door for the commodification of a spectrum of body projects designed to 

alleviate "crises of identity" characteristic of the postmodern era (Clough 1992; Dun. 

1998; Laclau 1992; Marcus 1994; Polhernus 1994, 1996; Richardson 1992; B. Turner 

1991; Williams & Bendelow 1998). As products for the body are mass marketed and 

distributed, and as individuals are encouraged to engage in identity-work via body 

modification, theorists claim we are now more self-reflexive about our bodiedidentities: 

The vast range of dietary, slimming, exercise, and cosmetic body- 

maintenance products which are currently produced, marketed and sold 

point to the significance of appearance and bodily preservation within late 

capitalist society. Consumer culture latches onto the prevalent self- 

preservationist conception of the body, which encourages the individual to 

adopt instrumental strategies to combat deterioration and decay 

(applauded by state bureaucracies who seek to reduce health costs by 

educating the public about bodily neglect) and combines it with the notion 

that the body is a vehicle of pleasure and self-expression (B. Turner 1991, 

p.170). 

Almost without exception, then, contemporary post-structuralist and postmodern 

analyses of bodies maintain the body have become as a primary site of self invention and 

maintenance in an era in which the self is dismantled by material consumption, doubt, 

globalisation, and cultural dissolution. As social structures, roles, norms, values, and 

beliefs are argued to be exceedingly malleable and less fixed, individual identities are 

equally transitoq-thus, just as the self is de-centred in the postmodern era, the body 

(and certainties about how to experience the body) are equally dislocated. Bodies, 

themselves, are now deeply subjective and objectified commodities through which people 

explore fleeting (i.e., fashion, trend, media-centred) identities and struggle to recover 



meaning no longer provided by dominant cultural ideologies or ways of life. Proponents 

of postmodernism (cf. Muggleton 2000; Polhernus 1996) contend the body is now a 

floating signifier of the self, subject to constant re-definition and interpretation. Some 

have raised concern over the progression of bodies into this state, pointing to the recent 

hybridisation of the biological and the technological as a dangerous consequence of 

relaxed cultural codes about bodies (Balsamo 1996; C. Gray 1995; Rintala 1995). As the 

ability to radically modify bodies has increased, and b'technologies of the self' (Chapman 

1998; Cole 1993; Foucault 1988) have developed almost exponentially in the past twenty 

years, early 2 1 b' century bodies are pessimistically dubbed "post-human" (Balsamo 1996; 

Featherstone 2000; Haraway 1991). Whether or not we choose to evaluate the underlying 

moral assumptions of this charge, or are proselytised by postmodern readings or 

deconstructions of bodies, we should not ignore the possibility that with our treatment of 

bodies as sites of consumption and struggle for continual bodily improvement and 

extension, we might be actually choosing to become more disembodied through the 

commodities, medicines, implants, and machinery we utilise to modify our bodies/selves 

(Davis 1994,1997b; C. Gray 1995; Synnott 1993). 

earch on Mo&fied B o d ~ e ~  

Through this introduction to the subject of body modification in sociology, I have 

deliberately selected, and judiciously ignored, some of the more central theoretical 

arguments and concepts applicable to any study of body modification. At best, I view 

existing research as a toolbox of theories, concepts, and lines of inquiry fiom which 

researchers devoted to the study of corporeality may construct analyses of body 

modification. At worst, however, it seems that we have come to a cross-roads in theory 

and research on bodies. Examining the analyses of body modification produced in the 

past decade, not only are empirically-based research efforts on the body ironically 

waning in number, sociologists have not held fast to the principles of testing, amending, 

or substantiating theories against empirical data. Quite simply, the tools we use to 

construct theories and interpretations of bodies are dwindling in number-we have come 

to rely quite heavily upon hammers fashioned fiom Foucault's thought, slide-rules 

generated by the work of Baudrillard, or wrenches provided by Bordo's or Butler's 



research. To abate this tendency in current research practice, I argue sociologists should 

return to the projects of theoretical synthesis conceived by B. Turner (1984) and Frank 

(1991a), not as a means of reducing the complex biological, psychological and social 

processes fiaming embodiment into neat conceptual categories, but as a method of 

integrating, rejuvenating, and critically inspecting theories about bodies and their 

modification. 

From the outset, then, the sociological portrait I present of tattooing in this study 

is shaped by my own sociological (and personal) interest in the practice, and a deeply 

committed belief in the importance of exploring alternative theoretical lines of inquiry in 

order to sociologically inspect tattooing. One only needs to visit a shopping centre, 

cinema-plex, public park, or university classroom to locate hordes of tattoo enthusiasts. 

Since the early 1990s, tattooing has blossomed as a popular body project, ascending fiom 

a cultural practice esoteric to marginal or criminal subcultures to one actively adopted by 

individuals fiom a melange of social backgrounds. While it would be careless to dismiss 

the long-standing association between tattoos and deviance in Western cultures (M. 

Atkinson & K. Young 2001; J. Gray 1994), Canadians' attitudes toward tattooing are 

indisputably in flux. At the forefront of this study of tattooing is a prima facie recognition 

of the need to study such changing constructions and interpretations of tattooing, and an 

underlying concern for why Canadians are now participating in tattooing in 
unprecedented numbers. 

To restate, in forging out a sociological approach to tattooing, extant research 

efforts on body projects provide some key theoretical lines of inquiry and organising 

concepts worth incorporating. Salient in the literature on corporeal 

alteratioeirrespective of the theoretical stance adopted or substantive focus of 

investigatio&s an awareness of the body as a text of culture. Coupled with the study of 

personality structures or habituses, I take this to be one of the most important sociological 

revelations about bodies. Without a keen appreciation of culturalhodily inscription 

processes, sociological investigations of body projects have commenced on the wrong 

foot. Ignoring that culture is literally written (or in the case of tattooing, drawn) on bodies 

is irresponsible sociology. However, too often do researchers focus on the textual nature 

of the body (i.e., as a communicative, de-centred, and commodified signifier) without 



attending to people's lived (i.e., interactive) experiences with corporeality. Semiotic 

(Barthes 1972, 1975; de Saussure 1960; Innis 1985; Lacan 1977; Lytoard 1986) analyses 

and textual deconstructions of bodies have seemingly replaced sustained empirical 

analyses of people's experiences with their bodies. Unfortunately, through these readings 

of bodies, researchers' political allegiances, "creative" methods for analysis or narrative 

representation, and unwavering adherence to postmodernist theoretical positions mystify 

and cloud lived experiences with the flesh. 

I also applaud researchers who locate current sociological analyses in historical 

contexts. Perhaps a consequence of heightened reflection about our culture at the 

century's end, postmodemist and post-structuralist arguments about the collapse of the 

time-space continuum @unn 1998; Strinati 1995), or the rising popularity of Foucault's 

genealogical method (Andrews 1993), contemporary sociological investigations reveal a 

revitalised concern for situating social processes historically. With good reason, 

sociologists examine how social phenomena develop over long-term periods of time, 

stressing how social interaction, cultural ideologies, and societal organisation are best 

understood in historical moments. A long-time omission, or perhaps under-emphasis, of 

researchers working from within one of the sociologies of everyday life (e.g., Chicago- 

style or Iowa-style symbolic interactionsim, dramaturgy, existential sociology, 

phenomenology, and ethnomethodology), historical context is now rightfully regarded as 
crucial for producing well-rounded, insightful, and groundbreaking sociological analysis. 

However, I see two major trends in current sociological theory and research 

(penetrating into, for example, the study of body modification) creating false dilemmas 

for sociologists interested in fashioning more historically grounded research. First, given 

the insistence made by growing numbers of sociologists that our society has crossed (or 

perhaps transcended) into the postmodem era-a term, apropos to postmodernism, 

defined by any number of criteria-analyses of "modern" social life bear little validity. 

Pointing to the importance of consumption over production, the decay of modernity's 

social hierarchies, the role of media and textually-based realities in formulating 

selveslidentities, the decline in meta-narratives (presumably, postmodernism itself 

escaping this dubious label), and cultural fragmentation intrinsic in globalisation 

processes, contemporary sociological research commences by casting social phenomena 



upon the historical stage of postmodemity. Sociologists clinging to, or wishing to expand 

upon, arguments about modern social organisation are pejoratively labelled realist, elitist, 

unenlightened, alarmist, or hegemonically masculinist. 

Thus, those espousing alternative interpretations of the historical juncture in 

which we are currently situated (i.e., other than the postmodem) are ritually excluded 

from contemporary theory. The modernist sociological project and paradigm-structured 

around the analysis of obdurate reality, reason, social progress, and material 

product iodas  given way to postmodernist readings of history which simultaneously 

dismantle, mythologise, and blur historical boundaries (Dunn 1998). We have, according 

to "pomo" sociologists, thinkers, and philosophers, entered into a societal abyss divorced 

from modem social organisation patterns, structures, and cultural understandings @unn 

1998). Ultimately, then, positioning current sociological research outside of this historical 

fiamework does little other than lament for the past. To be sure, research on body 

modification regarded as cutting edge by sociologists is characterised with such 

sentiment (cf. A. Hall 1996; Rail 1998; Shilling 1997). If we hold fast to the dictum that 

progress, like ongoing social development, is no longer suitable for investigation in the 

social sciences--science, like positivism, an expletive among postmodernists-it would 

make sense that historicaI context is conflated with current context. Sociology would 

well-benefit from analyses of social phenomena respectful of the ongoing cultural genesis 

of the topic under scrutiny, and not simply their genesis into a postmodem condition. 

Second, the devotion to body modification as a process of personal identity 

construction is yet another foundational pillar upon which research efforts on body 

projects must be structured. Given the litany of techniques of body modification 

available, we need to question when and why individuals select to alter corporeality in 

the process of self creation, redefinition, and representation. Using the body to signify 

and perfoxm identity is a cornerstone activity in the social communication process, and 

such a recognition is perhaps the point of departure in this current examination of 

tattooing. However, examining Shilling's (1993) analysis of body modification and much 

of the research on body projects following his work, I am both puzzled and discouraged 

by sociologists' commitment to the analysis of body modification as a solely independent 

act--that is, a private search for individual identity (cf. Featherstone 2000). Treating the 



self as a free-floating, unanchored, isolated, and extremely temporary phenomenon, focus 

is directed to the ways in which body modification symbolises intentional dislocation 

fiom others and a voyage to find one's real or "authentic" self (Balsamo 1996; Polhemus 

1996; Pitts 1998). 

I envision this to be one of the most theoretically misleading and empirically 

unreflective propositions replicating itself throughout research on body modification. 

Jibing with and produced by postmodernist theories, individuals are encountered in 

research as such-individuals devoid of relationships of interdependency who actively 

seek out and relish in difference outside of any web or chain of social networks. 

Individuality is conceptualised vis-a-vis body modification as a process of liberation b r n  

these networks of interdependency, only realised when an actor asserts hisher agency 

through body modification. Thus, individuality is synonymous with isolation and 

freedom fiom collectively held cultural norms, values, and beliefs. Body modification 

projects such as tattooing (cf. Shilling 1993, 1997) are viewed as sources of identity (i.e., 

individuality) construction because they assert one's intention to be different and 

independent, or because they are conducted for deeply personalised and highly private 

reasons. 

On the other hand, the search for individuality through body modification should 

figure prominently into analyses of tattooing. But the subject of contention here is the 

notion of achieving individuality through body modification outside of the group or 

collective context. I prefer to agree with Elias (1991a, 1994) that any definition of 

individuality, and the analysis of how individuality is experienced, dissected fiom 

broader figurations of interdependency denies that individuality is only, and can only, be 

achieved within (and not outside of) a group context. Elias (1983, 1994) describes a 

"figuration" as a network of social relations or a dense chain of interdependency. 

Analytically removing the individual from the webs of interdependency within which 

helshe lives prevents us fiom grasping how individuality is intersubjectively achieved 

and understood by actors involved in interaction and self-representation. 

In sum, the analysis of contemporary tattooing practices I present in this work is 

undeniably indebted to existing research on body modification. Indeed, I structure much 

of what is presented here around existing work on body projects, in conceptually joining 



and comparing tattooing to other forms of body modification. Pioneers in the study of 

corporeality have legitimised the topic as an important sociological subject, and laboured 

to unpack a treasure chest of concepts for extended dialogue and debate in this area. 

However, I turn to theoretical innovation, synthesis, and integration to inspect tattooing 

practices, and build an analysis of tattooing through a process-sociological approach. 

Discussed in detail throughout the following Chapters, a process-sociological approach to 

tattooing allows for new theoretical insights and alleys of investigation within the study 

of body projects. 

I believe exploration for discovery is critical at this stage of our investigation into 

the tattoo figuration in Canada. To be sure, the sociological understanding of tattooing 

remains in its infancy. As relatively uncharted terrain, the subject is somewhat unscathed 

by the trappings of dominant sociological conceptualisations of bodies, and prevalence of 

the practice as yet unclaimed as an indicator of postmodernity. It is open to be travelled 

across by researchers ardent about empirically investigating body modification practices 

and who share an intent of generating historically-grounded, theoretically integrated, and 

whole-heartedly sociological accounts of the tattooing process. In the following Chapter, 

I outline the status of our academic knowledge on tattooing, elaborate upon research 

questions addressed in this study, and sketch out the relevance of process-sociology to the 

contemporary study of tattooing. 



CHAPTER 2 
TATTOO: SOCIOGENESIS AND SOCIOLOGICAL ANALYSIS 

Tattooing has neither a long nor a storied past as a subject of sociological investigation, 

despite the fact that it has been practised in North America for centuries. But 

predominant in most social, historical, and cultural accounts of tattooing is an association 

between the practice and social deviance. Cultural stereotype has held that tattoos are 

marks of shame worn only by outlaws, misfits, or those fallen h m  grace. Hebdige 

summarises popular sentiment about tattoos by stating, "a tattoo is no way to get ahead." 

(1983, p.85). According to dominant cultural perceptions, wilfully marking the body with 

tattoos is the embodiment of a person's inability to conform with existing social norms, 

values, and beliefs. 

While the argument remains credible that in North America and other Western 

societies tattoos, deviant images, and social stigma tend to go hand-in-hand, this 

proposition often limits the analysis of tattooing as a pow& form of human expression 

(M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001; DeMello 2000; Friedman 1996; Gallick 1996). Debates 

about the changing status of tattoos have become common as tattooing and other more 

radical foms of permanent body modification have become en vogue (M. Atkinson & K. 

Young 2001). While the image of deviance signified by tattoos continues to exist in 

North America, we must also recognise that tattoos are now considerably more polysemic 

and subject to situated definition and interpretation. 

Of central importance in this research, then, is how definitions of tattoos 

transform over time. As a point of departure, I contend that cultural conceptualisations of 

and personal experiences with tattoos are largely influenced by socially pervasive 

constructions of normative body use and display in specific historical periods. Therefore, 

in deciphering how sensibilities about tattooing progress over time, we need to examine 

the conditions under which culture-specific prohibitions against body experimentation are 

relaxed or reinforced. Those investigating the sociological significance of tattooing have 

not sufficiently traced the development of cultural attitudes about tattooing over time, and 

as a result, our knowledge about the practice is fragmented and under-developed, 

Equally important is a prima facie recognition that the historically pervasive 

stigma attached to tattooing in North America is an unintended consequence of certain 



nefarious subcultures' enchantment with tattooing. Fleshing out an explanation of how 

North American sensibilities toward indelibly marking bodies with tattoos have evolved 

over time, it is crucial to identify the unanticipated ways tattoos have been utilised and 

how motivations underlying such usage are manifest in contemporary tattooing practices. 

Through an examination of the history of tattooing on this continent, it is evident that 

dominant cultural understandings or "preferred readings" (S. Hall 1980) of tattoos have 

crystallised in reference to the association between tattooing and socially marginal 

subcultures. In many ways, then, contemporary interpretations of tattoos (made by 

enthusiasts and non-enthusiasts alike) are derivative of historical uses and understandings 

of tattooing. 

In this Chapter, I outline several of the historical moments in the history of North 

American tattooing and juxtapose these against academic "readings" of the practice. 

Tying together ostensibly dissonant uses and meaning structures given to tattooing over 

the past one hundred and fifty years, I argue that tattoos are best understood in 

generational moments. Key to this argument is the notion that dominant social 

constructions of bodies (and appropriate bodily display) prevalent in particular eras 

directly affect how and by whom tattooing is utilised. 

m S(k)m: The Tattoo 

In the previous Chapter, I drew upon Shilling's (1993) discussion of body projects to 

introduce tattooing as a form of identity construction and representation. Prior to 

discussing a selected history of tattooing in North America and extant social scientific 

interpretations of the process, I wish to briefly elaborate upon Shilling's (1993) ideas 

through a typology of body modification projects which more fully explicates the 

manners by which the physical body may be reconstituted. 

Central to any body project is the process of physical alteration. Setting aside, for 

the moment, the need to study the affective and social psychological experiences 

involved in modifying the flesh, we must commence by recognising that body projects 

transform the corporeal in some manner. Transformation of the body may be achieved in 

a variety of ways: permanent or non-permanent forms of modification; disguising or 

removing elements fiom the body; hiding parts of the body or embellishing components 



of the body; or, using technology to enhance one's capability for movement or 

perception. Based upon the physical invasiveness, purpose, and outward display of the 

body modification, I have bracketed body projects into four analytically distinct sub- 

categories as noted in Figure 2.1. 

Figure 2.1 - Typology of Body Projects 

CAMOUFLAGE EXTEND 

REDESIGN 

Camouflage body projects are orchestrated by individuals as attempts to hide, cover, 

mask, or aesthetically enhance the biological body. Typical examples of this project 

would include, for example, applying make-up to the face, adorning the body with 

clothes or costume, wearing deodorant or pertime, or using mouthwash. Such projects 

represent cultural understandings about the body as an entity which may be "cured" of its 
unsavoury or repulsive biological qualities (e.g., odours) in strategic ways. These projects 

are predominantly temporary and non-invasive, usually undertaken on a dailylregular 

basis. Furthermore, body projects intended to camouflage the body are "given" to be seen 

or "read" by others as an everyday method of presenting favourable images of the self, 

and typically conform to cultural codes about bodies and norms governing personal 

representation-as a means of communicating a person's commitment to cultural body 

habituses (particularly as they relate to dominant class, gender, and racidethnic 

constructions of bodies). Thus, camouflage body projects are relatively standard, 

normative, and common techniques of body manipulation learned in socialization 

processes (Robinson 1998). 

Conceptually similar to the process of camouflaging the body, extend body 

projects are geared toward compensating for or overcoming limitations of the natural 



(i.e., biological) body. Here, the underlying propose of the alteration shifts away fiom 

corporeal aesthetics to functionality. While a carefully scripted presentation of self-in 

line with cultural standards about the body-remains integral in extend body projects, of 

central importance are the innovative methods people concoct in the process of enhancing 

bodily performance with non-invasive technologies (Rintala 1995). For instance, 

technological apparatuses may be sought to help manage the physical limitations and 

social stigma imposed by disability (e.g., in the case of prostheses or contact lenses), may 

serve as vehicles for interfacing with other forms of technology in work or leisure 

settings (e.g., wearable technology for computers), or may be routine tools or pieces of 

equipment essential in specific interactive activities (e.g., using tennis rackets, &g 

shoes, skis, baseball gloves, or ice skates in sports contests). In all cases, extend body 

projects involve semi or non-permanent modifications of the physical body, and are 

incorporated into one's overall sense of self in varying degrees (i.e., a prostheses figuring 

more prominently in one's self conceptualisation than a computer mouse used at a 

workstation). 

The third major type, the adapt body project, includes more permanent forms of 

body modification. In these instances of physical reconstitution, parts of the body are 

removed for a host of aesthetic (e.g., hair removal or weight loss) or medical (e.g., 

preventative mole removals, casts, or lumpectomies) reasons. The adapt body project is 
guided by the overriding goal of physical maintenance-reducing or eliminating parts of 

the body in one's daily regimen in compliance with socially diffise standards of bodily 

comportment and presentation, or as part of removing noxious conditions or pathologies 

jeopardising personal health and longevity (which may involve single or multiple 

procedures). Some of these body projects are publicly displayed in the effort of swaying 

audience perception of the individual, while others are anxiously hidden and silently 

experienced since they may invoke unfavourable or otherwise deleterious images of the 

self (Frank 1991b). Deeply ingrained in adapt body projects are emphases on the body as 

a site of personal representation influencing and influenced by the moral imperative to be, 

and outwardly appear to be, healthy (cf. White & K. Young 1997). 

Redesign body projects are the most invasive, dramatic, and least common body 

projects. Including the tattooing process, redesign body projects are those which literally 



reconstruct the body in lasting ways (e.g., contours of the flesh, durability of organs, 

strength of joints and ligaments, shape or integrity of bone structures, and pigmentation 

of the skin). Although it would be tempting to describe redesign body projects as pureIy 

aesthetic forms of physical enhancement (e.g., breast enlargement, hair transplant, 

rhinoplasty), they similarly include those which vastly improve corporeal performance 

capacities breached by physical trauma (e.g., a pacemaker, replacement joints, or other 

surgical implants). While other types of body projects involve foresight, planning, 

reflexivity, and self-awareness, redesign body projects generally involve the highest level 

of commitment (Dull & West 1991; Balsamo 1996). Reaffirming (or sometimes 

flagrantly challenging) gender, sexuality, class, or ethnic codes, redesign body projects 

are hyper-expressions of personal understandings about one's cultural location. 

Paralleling adapt body projects, redesign body projects are outwardly displayed 

according to the (perceived) social reaction elicited in specific contexts of interchange; 

that is, people are oRen likely to display a redesign body in contexts in which they would 

not be stigrnatised or marginalised for their corporeal manipulations (Gillespie 1996). 

What unites these categories of body projects is the act of inscribing sets of 

symbols upon the body which connote interdependency, social position, and personal 

difference within a figuration. Body projects are fundamentally acts of human 

interchange; that is, others may be involved directly by providing a body modification 

service (e.g., hairstylists, physical trainers, or doctors), and people oRen participate in 

body modification projects collectively (e.g., an exercise class, hair clubs, or weight loss 

groups). Moreover, body projects are frequently designed with the explicit purpose of 

being displayed to others (e.g., make-up, stylish clothing, or breast augmentation), and 

one "takes the role of the other" (Mead 1934) in anticipating reaction to personal body 

modification practices. To restate arguments made in the previous Chapter, to 

conceptualise a body project, like Shilling (1993) and others do, as a solely private form 

of personal representation is as theoretically misleading as it is empirically fallacious. In 

the process of reconfiguring our sociological understanding of body modification, we 

must begin by acknowledging the interdependency involved in corporeal alteration. 

We also find, quite centrally, the idea that body modification is predominantly 

learned behaviour. Each type of body project involves the creation, performance, display, 



and affixmation (or purposeful denial) of cultural body habituses, especially since they 

embody cultural constructions of gender, race, class, and sexuality. Through socialization 

process we are exposed to socio-cultural ideas about body modification, and use what we 

have learned fkom others (in conjunction with our "own" subjective emotions, thoughts, 

preferences, personal biographies, and experiences with the flesh) in forming a personal 

habitus toward the body. As a complex matrix of understanding, culture provides what 

Williams (1965) calls "maps of meaning" for interpreting body modification projects. In 

this sense, we witness how culture lives in and is lived through body projects. 

While conjoining personal body projects to broader cultural frames of reference is 

paramount in grasping the interdependent and interactive nature of corporeal alteration, 

we must not be remiss in eschewing the "quest for individuality" motivating many body 

projects. If we begin by situating the individual within a dense network of figurational 

interdependencies (e.g., familial, religious, peer, friendship, occupational, or subcultural) 

it becomes clear why and how we seek to customise ourselves through techniques of 

corporeal manipulation. For example, de Certeau (1984) argues that we achieve 

individuality in a culture by using what we c?have." For those seeking difference within a 

culture, or for those endeavouring to be recognised as a member of a specific cultural 

association, the body is an accessible and multiply manipulable entity of self-exploration 

and individual representation. In this pursuit, we employ commonly identifiable and 

mass-produced cultural commodities to refashion our bodies in highly personal ways 

(e.g., clothing, pedkmes, surgical implants, popular dietary programs, or eyeglasses). 

Rejecting the pessimistic sentiments of Frankfurt school theorists (Adorno 1991; 

Horkheimer & Adorno 1944; Marcuse 1964) and theoretical musings of some 

postmodernists (Baudrillard l983), I agree with Fiske' s (1 989a, 1989b, 1992) assessment 

that people actively utilise commodities (including those employed in the aforementioned 

body projects) through the process of "bricolage" (Levi-Strauss 1966,1969) or "pastiche" 

(de Certeau 1984)-recontextualising objects in a culture by using them in unintended 

ways-to signify both larger cultural affiliations and a unique sense of self-identity. 

Take, for example, the process of cosmetic surgery. I recently purchased the 

inaugral edition of an Australian magazine titled, The Art of Cosmetic Surgery. Detailing 

the endless ways in which we may beautify our bodies through elective surgery-with 



the aid of plastic surgeons who have become viewed as skilled doctors and inspired flesh 

artists-the magazine brings to the fore the importance of both individuality and cultural 

conformity in body modification processes. Plastic surgery is a deeply individualistic act 

since it involves the creation of a new and unique "look" for a person, allowing one to 

physically become whomever they want to be. However, such individual projects are 

dialogical with dominant cultural definitions of beauty. To ignore that cultural ideologies 

are literally purchased and confirmed in the cosmetic surgery process overlooks much of 

the sociological significance of the act. 

There are some stark conceptual contrasts, however, between different types of 

body projects. First and perhaps most consequentially, some body projects are clearly 

more culturally normative than others. Body projects which reproduce and conform to 

existing middle-class standards about the body (again, especially as they apply to cultural 

constructions of gender, class and race) are usually viewed as normative. In this respect, 

body projects which serve no other purpose than to shock audiences through the 

subversion of dominant cultural ideologies are much more subject to stigmatisation (e.g., 

a man wearing heavy make-up or a dress, someone of white, European descent growing 

dreadlocks). Extending this idea, body projects underscored by the task of personal 

improvement and maintenance (Frank 1991a, 1991b; Sontag 1979, l988), or rolelstatus 

acceptance (Bordo 1993; Maguire & Mansfield 1998) tend to be more culturally 

normative (Robinson 1998). We should, however, be careful not to assume the 

permanence or invasiveness of the body project figures prominently in the degree to 

which an audience deems a body project deviant. For example, research on cross-dressing 

body projects indicates precisely the opposite (Garber 1992). 

Second, some body projects are designed with expressed purposes of public 

display, while other body projects are only divulged to a select few. For instance, 

camouflage body projects are specifically orchestrated for public display purposes, since 

the goals underlying the projects are cultural conformity and status confirmation (Shilling 

1993). On the other hand, body projects which may be reacted to negatively in situated 

contexts are routinely hidden or concealed. This may occur following medically-related 

redesign body projects (Dutton 1995; Frank 1991b; Lorde 1985; Taylor 1983), as 

individuals attempt to hide outward signifiers of bodily breakdown or pathology denoted 



by remnants of surgical invasion (e.g., scars, colostomy bags, stitches, bruises). Hiding 

one's corporeal alteration also occurs in cases in which a body project may jeopardise 

one's social status within a group-as in the case of the post-operative trans-sexual who 

continues to "dress like a man" at work avoid to avoid stigmatisation and discrimination 

fiom workmates. 

Third, while all body projects articulate one's participation in a cultural hierarchy 

and are equally elements of one's "public self," some are obviously more integral 

components of the self than others (cf. Balsamo 1996). Extend body projects, for 

example, are not regularly incorporated into an individual's overall selfiody 

conceptualisation. They may be regarded as personal possessions, considered part of the 

"extended self' (Belk 1988) but not conceived as actual parts of the body. In their 

research on athletic shoes, Wilson & Sparks (1996) note that owning and appropriately 

wearing certain brands of basketball sneakers within specific Afro-Canadian and African- 

American youth subcultures canies a degree of social capital within the groups. The 

shoes become extended elements of the self, as important as what one says and how one 

acts in front of others. Criticising more recent intersections between bodies and 

technological commodities, Haraway (1991) and Balasamo (1996) have been highly 

sceptical of extend body projects, highlighting the social ramifications of failing to grasp 

how corporeality increasingly encounters and interfaces with the mechanical as a hybrid 

human-machine. Camouflage and adapt body projects (i.e., especially the more culturally 

routine) tend to be incorporated centrally into one's lasting sense of self (Shilling 1993; 

Woodward 1997). However, while they are chief in creating and presenting identity, they 

become quite taken-for-granted projects. One might argue, then, more radical, permaneht, 

and invasive redesign body projects are those which have the most profound and deep 

impact on the self. 

In sum, the typology of body modification projects highlights how three key 

sociological concepts--culture, group affiliation, and self-should figure prominently 

into contemporary analyses of bodies and their ongoing modification. In the following 

section, key moments in the history of North American tattooing are introduced to 

provide a template for considering manifestations of tattoos and meaning structures 

granted to tattooing in the current era. The analysis of the history of tattooing establishes 



a gateway for understanding contemporary tattooing practices, and suggests why 

academics have largely interpreted tattooing as a form of deviance. The social relevance 

of tattooing-as a body project centred on redesigning the bodylidentity-across several 

historical epochs is documented in the process of describing how dominant 

uses/definitions of tattoos reflect fluctuating cultural body habituses. To do this, I 

segment the history of tattooing in North America into six interrelated and unintended 

moments: the colonist/pioneer era; the circus/carnival era; the working-class era; the 

rebel era; the new age era; and, the supermarket era. 

. . 
e Urntended S o c i o ~ e s i s  of Tattoomrr - m North Am- 

The history of tattooing in North America is a rich tapestry involving myriad social 

groups--each having a unique and indelible impact on cultural attitudes toward tattooing. 

Examining the sociogenesis of tattooing on this continent, it is evident that cwent 

cultural understandings of tattoos have been formed in relation to long-standing 

stereotypes about tattoo enthusiasts confirmed by deviant social groups in the lgm and 

2ofh centuries, have been influenced by those engaging in identity politics in the past forty 

years, and are affected by the current wave of renaissance in tattooing practices. 

The Colonist/Pioneer Era (1 760s-1870s) 

Social historians concur that the modem history of tattooing in North America (among 

White colonisers) finds its roots in European sea travel-such as Captain James Cook's 

voyages to the South Pacific (Brain 1979; Ebin 1979; Sanders 1989). Travelling to 

Polynesia, Micronesia, and Melanesia as colonisers, explorers, and imperial delegates 

(ca. 1784), Cook and his men encountered Tahitians, Samoans, Hawaiians, and Maori 

among whom tattooing had been practised for over four thousand years. This was not, 

however, Europeans' first encounter with tattooing, since they had been previously 

exposed to tattooed bodies in a number of ways. For example, Roman soldiers referred to 

Celtic warriors as b'Picts" in reference to the vast war-inspired tattoos (full or half body 

tattoos done in blue or black "ink'') worn by the Celts. Similarly, Europeans of the 1600s 

often tattooed their bodies with religious iconography to indicate spiritual affiliation 

(Gathercole 1988). Furthermore, European seafarers encountered heavily tattooed 



"natives" far before Cook's voyages. Columbus wrote extensively about pagan natives 

adorned with permanent body markings. But it was Cook who first documented the 

pervasiveness of "tattooing" (a derivation of the Tahitian term ta-tu or tatau) among 

South Pacific cultures. 

Importantly, the initial period of contact between non-tattooed European travellers 

and tribal cultures had profound effects on both the colonisers and the colonised. For 

European explorers, the tattooing practices of the tribesmen were viewed as raw and 

primal. Tattooing was a foreign ritual, frightening and profane in the way it transformed 

the flesh in such a painful manner. Their fascination with tattooing grew to such an extent 

that by the late 1770s, tattooed "savages" were exported to Europe as living evidence of 

primitivism in the New World. Martin Frobisher, among others, had established this 

tradition in the late 16& century. Upon returning fkom one of his voyages to the 

Northwest Passage, Frobisher brought a tattooed native woman to London as a spectacle 

of the wild New World. As J. Gray writes: 

This arctic woman, and the succession of tattooed foreign curiosities who 

followed her to Europe, although a typical, upright member of her own 

society, represented to Europeans the radical self-expression, physical 

vanity, and exuberant sexuality they had denied themselves (or pretended 

to), in the service of their restrictive deity. The tattooed pagan became the 

wet dream of an overheated imagination (1994, p.88). 

Following Cook's voyages, the spectacle of the tattooed primitive became more common 

as individuals including Prince Jeoly of Meangis, and the Tahitians Omai and Tupai were 

paraded though European court societies, museums, dime stores, and taverns as human 

oddities-"live primitives" contrasting the decisively continental character of each 

context. In an era of strict bodilylemotional control, early European side shows involving 

tattooed "wildmen'y became a legitimate social outlet for exploring unbridled physicality, 

exotica, and perversion. Coupled with the scores of European sailors now returning home 

with Polynesian, Micronesian, and Melanesian tattoos, the ~uro~ean'middle and upper- 

classes were increasingly exposed to tattooing. Such body marking stood in dramatic 

contrast to regimented cultural codes about the body ingrained in European habituses 

toward corporeality (Elias 1983, 1994, 1996). In many ways, tattooed bodies reaffirmed 



Europeans' understanding of their own cultural advancement and progress, as the 

outwardly uncontrolled libidinal bodies of the "backward" tribal cultures of the world 

articulated a brutality long overcome in Western cultures. 

During the same period, European contact had an adverse effect on tribal 

tattooing practices. DeMello (2000) describes how cross-fertilisation between the groups 

transformed tribal practices in several ways. For instance, by the 1800s tribal tattooing 

begun to include European images such as ships, guns, cannons, and flags. Imagine the 

astonishment of individuals among the crowds at side shows in England, France, and 

Spain which saw natives adorned with European flags, naval vessels, and even portraits 

of monarchs (J. Gray 1994; Lautman 1994). As another example, Kaeppler (1988) notes 

that prior to European contact Hawaiians used tattoos as a spiritual form of defence, 

believing the tattoo would protect the wearer fiom physical harm. This compared to the 

Borneo belief that tattooing dark lines and geometric patters around one's feet would 

protect the individual fkom snakebite (cf. McLaughh 1973; Lautman 1994). With the 

introduction of firearms and other weapons of war to Hawaiian and other Pacific cultures, 

tattoos lost some of their spiritual status and were increasingly worn for decorative 

purposes. 

Perhaps most notably, the Maori tattoo art hown as m o b  would be irreparably 

damaged by European contact. Moko tattoos are facial designs worn by Maori men and 

women to indicate their lineage, social position, and status within the group (Eldridge 

1990; Kaeppler 1988). Maori tattoos are sacred within the culture, prominent as a marker 

of identity in life and significant in the afterlife as a vehicle for storing one's tapu, or 

spiritual being (DeMello 2000). Following Cook's voyages in the 1770s, Europeans 

developed an interest in the Maori tattoos to the extent that guns and ammunition were 

traded for Maori heads. Maoris were subsequently hunted for their moko tattoos, 

decapitated to provide souvenirs of the new worlcl-mproblematic as the tribal groups 

were collectively viewed as  sub-human (Lautman 1994). Until it was banned in 183 1, the 

trade escalated to the point that Maori men and women refrained from wearing any 

tattoos in the fear of being killed (Eldridge 1990). It would be almost a century until the 

Maori began to adorn themselves with the moko once again (King 1972). 



Throughout the first wave of contact with tribal tattooing practices, then, we 

might categorise European interest in tribal tattooing as a paradoxical mix of fascination, 

disgust, imverence, and wonder. On the one hand, sailors found tattooing their bodies to 

be a source of excitement and adventure, a keepsake from interaction with fabled tribes 

and exotic Others (Eldridge 1989; Lautman 1994; Rubin 1988). On the other hand, elite 

and popular European social circles equally envisioned tattooing to be an exotic source of 

entertainment, yet interpreted such exoticism to be spiritually profane and culturally 

uncivilised. Regardless of this paradox, as sailors travelled abroad and returned home 

with cultural artefacts inscribed upon their bodies, tattoos began sneaking their way into 

European and eventually North American societies. The growing European interest in the 

practice as a form of human spectacle would filter its way to the rapidly expanding North 

American colonies. By the turn of the 19' century tattoos would land on the shores of 

North America, and the modern history of the practice on that continent would 

commence. 

The Circus/Camival Era (1 880s-1920s) 

Toward the end of the 1g6 century, North Americans shared a concomitant fascination 

toward and repulsion of tattooed bodies with Europeans. Largely influenced by European 

constructions of the tattooed body as a symbol of primitivism, North Americans' early 

understandings of the tattoo were laden with stereotype, folklore, and racism. 

Notwithstanding the earlier exposure to tattooing experienced through interaction with 

native peoples of North America (Light 1972), the European treatment of the tattooed 

body as a source of entertainment had a noticeable impact on 1 9 ~  century North America. 

At the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia in 1876, some of the first staged 

exhibitions of "primitive" peoples were presented to the public (DeMello 2000). While 

the rather esoteric tradition of tattooing was already well established among American 

navy cultures (learned through exchange with British sailors and tribal cultures around 

the world), a majority of North Americans had no howledge of tattooing practices. 

Living tableaux of Hawaiians, Samoans, and other PolynesianIMelanesian groups were 

offered in museums and at county fairgrounds as stark juxtapositions of modern l i f w  

life characterised by science, technology, industrialism, urbanism, progress, and 



conservative moral dictum about the body and its appropriate display. Through the late 

19" century, these human side shows grew in popularity, eventually finding a niche on 

the carnival and midway scene. In 1901, the first "freak show" involving tattooees at 

Buffalo's World's fair (Mi& 1997) rung in the cultural association between tattoos and 

carnivals in North America. 

During this period, carnival owners and side show operators mainly used 

"natives" (often taken as slaves by explorers and missionaries of the time) in their tattoo 

attractions. Set upon stages and wrapped in chains and loin cloths, these individuals stood 

as the antithesis of modernity. As part of shows including wild animals and other forms 

of human exotica (e.g., people with dramatic forms of physical disability), the tattooed 

primitive represented the savage tribal world. P.T. Barnurn, an entrepreneur in the freak 

show business, brought one of the most famous of tattoo attractions to North America, 

Prince Constantine (Mifflin 1997). Reportedly having over three hundred and eighty 

tattoos, Prince Constantine was a legend of the carnival/dime museum circuit. Making 

close to one hundred dollars per week as a tattooed savage, Constantine's reign as the 

king of the tattooed freaks drew the attention of many Westerners, especially navy men 

and the early American tattoo artists (Eldridge 1992, 1993). 

As an unplanned development, heavily tattooed navy servicemen returning from 

voyages abroad started to sell themselves to carnivals as "live wild men" in the early 

1900s (J. Gray 1994; Lautrnan 1994). Seeking work in the carnivals and circuses, these 

men found fiduciary reward in the growing public demand for tattooed freaks. Given 

their obvious European ancestry, these men could not be used as tribal primitives, and 

thus created alternative narratives about the acquisition of their tattoos. Reaflimhg 

cultural stereotypes about tribal cultures, navy men and like-minded carnival workers 

concocted elaborate tales of forced tattooing to explain their heavily tattooed bodies. 

Claiming to have been kidnapped and tattooed under duress by non-Christian savages 

(ironically, the Maori in particular), individuals such as "The Great Om?' (a.k.a. Horace 

Riddler), John Rutherford, and James O'Connell worked the carnival circuit regaling 

carefully constructed stories of capture, torture, tattooing, and dramatic escape. 

Seemingly willing to ignore the extensive amount of American iconography involved in 



their tattoos (e.g., American flags or other service symbols), audiences were amazed by 

the visible markers of brutality signified by the tattoos. 

As the demand for tattooees on the carnival circuits blossomed, the demand for 

professional "tattooists" also increased. Regarded as the first American tattooist, Milton 

Hildebrandt began tattooing in the mid 1800s in New York. He worked almost 

exclusively on servicemen and circus workers (McCabe 1997). Inspired by and enticed 

into tattooing by characters in the circus side shows, early professional tattooists of the 

late 1800s and early 1900s such as Hildebrandt, Tom Riley, Milt Zeis, and Charlie 

Wagner profited on Americans' burgeoning curiosity with tattoos. With the invention of 

the electric tattoo machine in 1891 by Samuel O'Reilly, tattoos could be easily applied 

and were considerably less painful. With this shift in technology, tattooists could take 

their trade on the road, could administer tattoos to clients more efficiently and with 

greater expertise, and (ironically) added a sense of modernity to the process (McCabe 

1997). 

In many ways, then, circus workers and tattooists existed in a state of symbiosis. 

Tattooists provided the circus workers and side show freaks with a steady supply of 

tattoos, while performers supplied the requisite demand to ensure that tattooing could be 

financially rewarding as a pexmanent occupation. In some cases, tattooists worked for the 

carnivals and side shows, travelling with the troupe across the country. In other cases, 

tattooists would set up shop at a carnival when it anived in a town, secretly tattooing the 

performers in the off-stage areas of the fairgrounds. 

As the existence of tattooed attractions at camivals became banal to more 

discriminating and thrill-seeking audiences, owners and promoters developed new and 

innovative ways to shock the public with tattooed performers (DeMello 2000). By the 

early 1900s, hundreds of circus and carnival performers were tattooed, and no longer 

could one earn a living simply as a tattooed attraction. Circus performers and carnival 

workers began to blend their shows, and as a result, tattooed dwarves, tattooed sword 

swallowers, and tattooed lion tamers displaced the "live savage" in circuses and carnivals 

(Rubin 1988). To create an even greater sense of exoticism and eroticism around the 

tattoo, female tattooed attractions (and a handful of female tattooists) took centre stage. 

The wives or girlfriends of circus performers or tattooists were lured into tattooing 



through the promises of fame and fortune mythologised within the scene (Mifflin 1997; 

Sanders 1991). Framed around stories of capture and forced tattooing common in the 

carnival for over a decade, the tattooed lady became the pinnacle of tattoo attractions in 

the golden era of circus acts (ca 1910-1930), eventually edging men out of the spotlight. 

Female tattooees such as Betty Broadbent, Artf'ullete, Serpentina, Pictura, Artoria, Lady 

Viola, and Princess Beatrice created, as Mifflin (1997) describes, a "double whammy" 

under the circus tent. Not only did women's participation in tattooing challenge cultural 

associations between the practice and masculinity, the sheer amount of the female body 

exposed in the performances titillated male audiences (Wroblewski 1992). The tattoo 

show became a form of soft pornography in which women would strip before the crowd, 

adding a libidinal element to the veritable peep show. Until the late 1940s, exhibitions 

involving tattooed ladies would be some of the most frequented and profitable shows on 

the midway. 

In retrospect, the early carnival/circus had a lasting effect on North Americans' 

conceptualisation of the tattoo as a deviant spectacle. According to Bhaktin (1984), 

carnival provides a context in which culturally repressed desires and emotions are 

explored in a "controlled" way (in this case, via the spectating of deviant others). Profane 

representations of the body during carnival allowed North Americans to "experience" 

subversive pleasures with and tortures of the flesh without sacrificing commonly held 

cultural understandings of corporeal respectability. In fact, the presentation of alternative 

body styles and pursuit of libidinal body play at circuses and carnivals actually 

reaffirmed dominant cultural ideas about the sanctity of the body. Marked bodies were 

depicted as vicious, savage, and in some cases, prehistoric and sub-human. The tattoo 

side show became a vehicle for exploring deviant yet exciting body practices, a means of 

engaging in forms of corporeal subversion strictly forbidden in everyday life. 

Importantly, though, arising out of this period was a widespread association between 

tattooing and disrepute. 

The Working-Class Era (1 P2Os-l95Os) 

About the same time that circus shows were peaking in their popularity, the tattoo shop 

(referred to in popular vernacular as a "tattoo parlour") became a permanent fixture in 



downtown areas and neighbourhoods in North American cities such as New York, 

Chicago, Boston, Toronto, and Halifax. Many of the local parlours catered to military 

personnel and the working-class. They were hidden down d m  alleys, crammed into the 

backs of barber shops or pool halls, and scattered across districts of the city characterised 

by poverty and crime. Frequented by carnival workers, servicemen, criminals, social 

outcasts, and pseudo-tough guys, the tattoo parlour (like the pool hall and the local 

tavern) became a social club where individuals existing on the f?inge of society would 

meet and swap stories of adventure, grandiosity, and bravado (McCabe 1997). The shops 

were ports of call for servicemen, settings to prove one's masculinity to others, and a 

cultural centre for many working-class men. It was the locker room of the first half of the 

2ofh century, where aggressive sexuality and conquest over women were openly 

discussed, making legends out of local men in the neighbowhood. 

Authors including McCabe (1997), Steward (1990), and St. Clair & Govenar 

(1981) have documented the history of tattooing during this period. Among other 

insights, they note how tattooing moved out of the freak show and toward a distinctly 

home-grown American version of the craft. American tattoo artists of this time were 

constructing their own unique tattooing genres including the hyper-patriotic style now 

known as "Traditional." During this period, tattoos were almost exclusively nationalistic 

images and emblems, denoting one's love of country. While the customers were not (for 

the most part) members of the social elite, they expressed a sense of national pride held 

by fellow countrymen from all social backgrounds. As DeMello (2000) comments, a 

clear majority of tattoos worn in post-war America represented the exuberance in 

American culture spawned by the global conflict (cf. Morse 1977; St. Clair & Govenar 

1981; Steward 1990). 

Key technological developments affecting the practice of tattooing also occurred 

the working-class era. Tattooists built upon O'Reilly's tattooing machine and constructed 

more precise (i.e., sharper and more durable) needles fiom new materials. Tattooist and 

wallpaper salesman Lew "the Jewy' Albertis promoted the idea of "flash" in and around 

this time as well. Flash-reproduced sheets of tattoo designeallowed artists to display 

their work on the walls of the tattoo shops to clients and were sold to other tattoo artists 

as an encyclopaedia of designs. Commonly littered across the early flash sheets were 



military insignia, pin-up girls, dedications involving hearts and banners, cartoon 

characters, names of loved ones, skulls and daggers, eagles, snakes, and flags (Hardy 

2000). Tattoo artists also developed and circulated "proven" techniques for healing 

tattoos and methods for ensuring the ink would remain in the skin, including, for 

example, such rudimentary advice as, "Don't do nothin' to it!" (J. Gray 1994). 

In and around this time, some of the first tattoo parlours in Canada opened. 

Following the military and urban working-class traditions in America, Canadian tattoo 

shops surfaced in urban centres and port cities such as Halifax, Quebec City, Montreal, 

and Toronto. While little written information exists to document tattooing in Canada 

during this period (e.g., information mainly appears in tattoo periodicals), oral histories of 

tattooing passed among current artists indicate Canadian tattooing closely paralleled (i.e., 

in membership base and common tattoo imagery) developments in the American 

figuration (Swallow 2000). Among other reasons, this was largely a result of American 

tattoo artists' emigration to Canada in search of new territories to colonise-bringing the 

technology and skills to instruct the first generation of professional tattooists in Canada. 

DeMello (2000) argues that tattoos were the least stigrnatised in North America 

during this working-class era. Tattoos emitted an embraced sense of jingoism within 

America, popularly regarded as a working-class expression of patriotism. Tattooing 

flourished in urban landscapes across North America and key moments in the history of 

tattooing occurred such as the onset of the artist-apprentice system of occupational 

training (in which an apprentice learns the trade over several years-first by conducting 

menial tasks in the shop and then eventually tattooing customers with small designs), the 

predominance of working-class men in the practice, and the mechanisation and 

technologisation of tattoo art. The membership base cultivated during this era and 

eventual formalisation of the tattoo parlour as a gathering place for marginal members of 

society firmly entrenched associations between tattooing and those lacking social grace. 

The tattoo ascended in popularity during this period but retained a central component of 

disrepute. Interestingly, though, tattoos became normative body practice for servicemen 

and the working-class in North America. Even though conservative codes about bodies 

and physical display were firmly embedded in the social fabric, the discredited practice of 

tattooing was a socially legitimate way of indicating one's class status to others. As a 



different set of social groups delved deeply into the practice of tattooing by the 1950s, the 

legitimacy of tattooing as a quasi-normative form of group expression would be 

dismantled. 

The Rebel Era (1 950-1 9 70) 

In the period directly following World War 11, tattooing took a step backward toward 

social disrespect. Tapping into how social groups brandished tattoos as a method of 

advertising their collective discontent with society, the practice became popular among 

members of the social underbelly (Govenar 1988). Firmly entrenching cultural 

associations between tattoos and the fiinge element in society, a full spectrum of social 

deviants adopted tattooing as a method of permanently expressing a politically charged 

disaffection with their cultural surroundings. 

Arguably, the use of tattooing to symbolise social protest or political dissent is 

grounded in the history of tattooing in the prison context. As early as 450 B.C., tattooing 

had been used as a means of labelling criminals. Greeks referred to the permanent marks 

given to criminals as "stigma" (Gofhan 1963). In the study of the social history of 

tattooing we learn that agents of social control in countries such as Greece, England, 

Japan, France, and Borneo, originally used tattooing and forms of branding as a means of 

labelling individuals with a criminal or deviant identity (Brain 1979; Camphausen 1997; 

Ebin 1979; J. Gray 1994; Grognard & Lazi 1994; Lautman 1994; Martischnig 1987; 

Robinson 1998; Sanders 1989). Marks were inscribed on the body as a form of 

punishment for transgressing a variety of social laws or conventions. Garfinkel (1956) 

describes such practices of exclusion as "degradation ceremonies." By ritually 

denouncing the conduct of an individual through hegemonic strategies (e.g., legal, 

political, moral), the actions of deviants are distinguished and separated from normative 

behaviour. The actions of social deviants were symbolically labelled as such by placing 

indelible marks on (in) the body. Not only, then, was it important to control socially 

disruptive bodies by taking them out of the general populace (Foucault 1977), it was 

equally important to further marginalise dangerous individuals with life-long marks of 

stigma-transforming them into "discredited" (Gofkan 1963) social actors. 



Prisoners and other social deviants who involuntarily received tattoos eventually 

pursued lines of collective resistance to such pejorative labelling. These groups 

counteracted the punitive body projects by reclaiming the marks imposed on their bodies. 

For example, the ancient Japanese irezumi (which literally means, "the insertion of ink") 

style of tattooing developed in the 8& century (ca. 720), as a y a b a  criminal underclass 

response to being tattooed or branded by prison authorities with words like "dog" or 

"pig" (J. Gray 1994; Martischnig 1987; McCallum 1988; Richie & Bururna 1980). 

Japanese criminals found a collective solution (albeit 'magical' in many ways) to the 

punitive marking by reworking the symbols inscribed and developing an underground 

tattooing style of their own (Kaplan & Dubro 1986). French and English prisoners often 

tattooed dotted lines around their necks, writing "cut here" in mockery of the institution's 

control over their lives (J. Gray 1994). The tattoo designs were transformed into a 

subcultural code of resistance shared among the members of the group. Their bodies 

could not be fieed in a literal sense, but could be symbolically fieed through bricolage. 

The appropriated tattoo became a sign of resistance and represented what Hebdige (1979) 

might call "noise" in a highly disciplined context in which bodies were expected to be 

docile (Foucault 1977). 

However, as J. G-ray (1994) and DeMello (1993) point out, with the widespread 

adoption of tattooing among prisoners, tattooed bodies quickly became symbols of the 

deviant Other. Even within the prison, styles developed differentiating "convicts" 

(deviants who accept and relish in their status as criminals) from "inmates" (deviants who 

resist pejorative labelling processes). In this case, while prisoners and other social 

deviants transformed their imposed stigmata into something meaningful and resistant, 

they ironically reproduced their own disreputable status (Govenar 1988, Kent 1997). 

Since the tum of the 2 0 ~  century, tattooing among North American prisoners has 

grown in popularity as a method of creating specific identities and associations within the 

institution (DeMello 1993). Tattooing became most notable in the 1950s and the 1960s as 

the communicative encryptions largely served to denote gang affiliation within the prison 

(e.g., names or gang mottos, playing card symbols on the hands, or various weapons 

tattooed on the hands), or one's feelings of capture and confinement (e.g., a spider web 

encircling the elbow or a tear drop under one's eye). Codes and styles developed in 



conjunction with techniques of tattooing common only in the prison. 'Tine line" (single 

needle) tattooing using black or blue ink (acquired fiom pens or soot collected from 

burning carbon-based objects) predominated, and crude tattoo "guns" (an intentionally 

menacing term coined within the prison) were patched together fiom pieces of transistor 

radios, guitar strings, pens, and electric razors (Govenar 1988). As the popularity of 

tattooing grew in North American prisons, individuals fiom a diversity of social 

backgrounds participated in the practice. No longer was the tattoo the property of the 

white, urban, working-class convict within the institution. Chicano, fican-American, 

Oriental, and Native-American tattooing proliferated in the prison during this period, 

emanating outward into the urban area. By the end of the 1960s, prison tattoo styles and 

imagery had hit the street and would influence the dominant tattoo styles and practices 

for the next twenty years (DeMello 1993; Kent 1997). 

Around the same time, motorcycle gangs claimed tattooing as a key signifying 

practice. An indigenous figuration to North America, motorcycle gangs (or in the 

preferred lingo, motorcycle clubs) picked up on the meaning structures given to tattooing 

within prisons. Since many of the club members had, at some point in their lives, been 

incarcerated, many bikers received their first tattoos in prison. "l3ikerW tattoos, like their 

prison counterparts, were laden with antisocial sentiment. Tattoos took on an even more 

mischievous and frightening character, as portrayed by the infamous 'TTW" ('Tuck The 
World"), "EWMN" ("Evil, Wicked, Mean, Nasty"), gang names, skulls and crossbones, 

marijuana motifs, and ''Born to Lose" tattoos commonly worn among motorcyclists of 

the era. For motorcycle gang members, highly visible tattoos were both an encoded 

language of rebellion articulating disaffection with broader society and a lexicon of 

symbols instantly distinguishing motorcyclists fiom others in society (Eldridge 1992). 

One of the most important outcomes of motorcyclists' interests in tattooing was 

the negative exposure tattoos received in popular media. By the late 1960s a full fledged 

"moral panic" (S. Cohen 1972) was developing around the social perils posed by 

motorcycle gangs (i.e., circulating around stories of murders, physical assaults, rapes, and 

robberies committed by bikers). Fuelled by cultural stereotype and exaggeration, 

cinematic and newspaper depictions of motorcycle gang lifestyles defined the group as 

outlaws who terrorised and pillaged local communiti&. Some of the most immediately 



identifiable physical indicators of one's status as a bikerlcriminal became their tattoos. 

Supported by pop psychological readings of the biker as a born criminal, tattoos were 

culturally decoded as a visible indicator of one's predisposition to crime (DeMello 2000). 

In the public eye, tattoos were (once again) the uncontested marker of the criminal, the 

outsider, the social miscreant. 

Further investigating the genesis of tattooing practices in North America during 

this era, we learn that the signification of deviance emitted by tattoos was also borrowed 

by growing numbers of radical or dissident youth subcultures of the 1960s (DeMello 

2000; J. Gray 1994; Hebdige 1979; Robinson 1998; Sanders 1989). Numerous groups 

( e g ,  urban youth gangs, "Rockers," ''Modemists," "Greasers," and "Rockabillys") 

utilised tattooing for their own purposes of collective representation, and in so doing, 

developed alternative ways of expressing the (sub)cultural significance of tattoos. 

Deploying the tattoo as part of rejecting class-based social norms, values, and beliefs, 

politically charged North American (and British) counter-cultures engaged in social 

critique, commentary, and rebellion through their corporeal manipulations (which tended 

to subvert working and middle-class standards of respectability). In an epoch categorised 

by extreme conservative understandings of acceptable physical representation-directly 

influenced by the expansion of the middle-class-tattooing violated basic elements of 

North American cultural habituses toward corporeality. However, it is important to 

recognise that the focal concerns for each of these groups and the degree to which they 

rejected mainstream class culture varied. So, while disparate groups similarly drew on the 

image of Otherness tattoos represented, the encoded messages underlying the tattoos 

were not entirely similar, and therefore, held different connotations in situated subcultural 

contexts. 

In sum, if the previous era in tattooing is characterised as the golden age of 

tattooing, the period covering the 1950s and 1960s might be accurately referred to as the 

"dark ages" of tattooing in North America. Tattooing moved away from the urban alleys 

and working-class communities and into criminal and outlaw spheres. Prisoners, 

motorcycle gangs, deviant youth subcultures, and political protestors latched onto tattoos 

in the process of outwardly representing feelings of discontent with society. Radically 

marking the body to achieve this goal drew attention to the social protestor in a culture 



where conservative codes about the body and its representation predominated. 

Consequently, deviance and the tattoo were synonymous during this era. This was, aside 

from the context of the prison, a relatively new and unanticipated phenomenon in the 

world history of tattooing. For the most part, tattoos were marks of inclusion, a normative 

and culturally celebrated means of establishing one's status within a culture (and not 

merely a subculture or sub-group of actors). By the start of the 1970s, however, North 

Americans had almost completely come to intersubjectively define tattoos as a voluntary 

mark of social subversion or deviance (Go%an 1959, 1963). Toward the end of the 

decade, the meaning of the tattoo would transform once again. 

The New Age Era (1970-1 990) 

Cultural and social structural changes inside and outside of the tattoo figuration in the 

1970s drastically redefined how and among whom tattooing would be practised in North 

America. For instance, as a product of cultural consciousness-raising generated by 

racially, sexually, and gender-based political movements, the body became a popular 

billboard for "doing" identity politics (Dunn 1998). Recognising the body as a key text of 

cultural exposition, those ultimately committed to challenging dominant social codes 

found in the body a highly political means of expressing and recreating identity. At the 

same time, the tattoo artist figuration was being restructured through an influx of new 

artists and clients. Shedding its almost exclusively blue-collar and criminal composition, 

the tattoo figuration now included people from all walks of life. Together, these 

movements would usher in a "renaissance" (Rubin 1988) in tattooing in the West. 

Dunn (1998, p.20) defines "identity politics" as the process of aligning oneself 

with others who intersubjectively share feelings of marginality and oppression within a 

culture. Eschewing or tearing asunder ascribed characteristics provided by dominant 

cultural frameworks and social hierarchies, individuals engaged in identity politics 

struggle to redefine personal (and collective) identity in the process of "winning space" 

(P. Cohen 1972) in a culture. In this process, violating dominant norms, values, and 

beliefs providing the ideological support structures for cultural practices becomes critical. 

The sexual revolution, the civil rights movement, and the women's liberation movement 

(all gaining cultural momentum in the 1960s), were collective enterprises oriented toward 



effecting social structural change, yet were at their roots social campaigns of identity 

politics+reclajming and redefining collective identities (e.g., race and gender identities) 

through the subversion of overarching hegemonic constructions of gender, race, and 

class. These movements begged North Americans to reconsider conservative, and 

ultimately oppressive, cultural ideologies and ways of life. As a result, an unprecedented 

level of social permissiveness grew, and individuals engaged in a smorgasbord of 

corporeal explorations heretofore denied as nonnative (or at least permissible) social 

practice in Western cultures. 

Perhaps the most influential group (as an aggregate) to utilise tattooing in their 

identity politics projects of the 1970s and 1980s were women. In Mifflin's (1997) work 

on women's involvement in Western tattooing she notes that the period between the 

1970s and 1990s involved a dramatic influx of women into the figuration (cf. M. 

Atkinson & K. Young 2001; Sanders 1991; Wroblewski 1992). Casting off the circus 

side show or biker moll albatross haunting women's involvement in the practice since the 

turn of the century, women began to redraw themselves through tattooing. Approaching 

the body as a site of agency, self-determination, liberation, and sexual exploration, 

women's tattooing body projects stood in stark opposition to dominant constructions of 

the female form as fiail and powerless: 

With the sexual revolution of the 1960s, when women began casting off 

their bras as they had their corsets a half-century earlier, tattoos were 

rescued fiom ignominy and resurrected in the counter-culture by women 

who were rethinking womanhood. The arrival of the Pill in 1961 had 

given women new sexual fieedom; a little over a decade later legalised 

abortion secured their reproductive rights. Not surprisingly, the breast 

became a popular spot for tattoos-it was here that many women inscribed 

symbols of their own newfound sexual independence (Mifflin 1997, p.56). 

Stressing the emancipatory nature of the tattoo, women highlighted how tattoos might be 

used as a means of permanently redesigning identity in a culture. We must recognise, 

though, that the tattooed female form (outside of the highly sexualised, male-oriented 

circus show) articulated a voyage of empowerment and self-reclamation precisely 

because the tattoo was a pre-existing signifier of masculine deviance. 



Several authors (cf. M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001; K. Irwin 2000; Mi& 1997; 

Wroblewski 1992) agree the increased participation of North American women in the 

tattoo figuration through the 1970s and 1980s would forever alter the practice on the 

continent. Like a pebble dropped in the middle of a placid pond, women's involvement in 

the practice stirred ripples across the entire tattoo figuration. Indeed, women challenged 

and undermined cultural constructions of femininity through tattooing, but similarly 

breached the integrity of cultural associations between the tattoo and the working-class 

male, the criminal, the sailor, the circus performer, the gang member, and the biker. 

Demanding more feminine imagery than commonly found in traditional Western tattoo 

art, more personalised and sensitive treatment in the studio, and a higher quality of work, 

women's participation in tattooing transformed the structure and ideologies underlying 

the practice. In doing so, the waves of female tattoo artists (e.g., Sheila May, Vyvyn 

Lazonga, Calamity Jane, Ruth Marten, Jamie Summers, Jacci Gresham, Mary Jane 

Haake, SuzAnne Fauser, Kari Barba, Juli Moon, Patty Kelley, and Pat Fish) and tattooees 

in the 1970s-1990s renaissance of the practice opened the door to culturally redefine the 

practice in unanticipated ways. 

In her discussion of the tattoo renaissance, DeMello (2000) writes that a curious 

and eager middle-class contingent was similarly drawn to the figuration during this era. 

Until the 1970s tattooing had remained localised in urban street cultures, working-class 

neighbourhoods, or deviant social settings. With the groundswell in tattooing practices 

(especially among women) in the 1970s, the middle-class began encroaching on the 

historically working-class/outlaw terrain of tattooing. Following the sentiments of self- 

exploration, physical experimentation, and mind-expansion ingrained in the era, dabbling 

in and with the socially avant garde became chic for the middle and upper classes- 

including tattooing practices. As counter-cultural icons, popular rock musicians, and 

cultural heroes were seen with tattoos, the young middle-class started to frequent local 

tattoo parlours. Neither identifying with nor understanding the dominant American tattoo 

styles (e.g., "Traditional") practised for over a century, the new middle-class clients 

demanded something more personal, less offensive, and customised of the tattoo (Rubin 

1988). 



A growing number of essays, journal articles, magazine stories, and book-length 

texts document the dramatic changes in the tattoo business during this period (cf. 

DeMello 2000; Gumpert 1983; Rubin 1988; Vale & Juno 1989). Initially influenced by 

artists' (e.g. Don Ed Hardy, Cliff Raven, Spider Webb, Sailor Jerry, Lyle Tuttle, and Leo 

Zuluetta) exploration of tattoo styles in other cultures (e.g., Japanese, Borneo, Hawaiian, 

New Zealand, and Native North American, and M c a n  tattooing styles), North American 

tattooing began to take a turn toward internationalism and was thereby distanced from the 

more classically "Traditional" styles. This was particularly appealing to the new middle- 

class clients who did not wish to adorn themselves with images and symbols common in 

North American tattooing to date. Clients increasingly demanded a higher quality of 

tattoo art, asked for custom (i.e., one-time, designed-for-the-client) tattoos, and preferred 

more professional and reputable studios (e.g., cleaner studios, more hygienic conditions, 

artistically-inclined tattooists possessing diverse repertoires of abilities, and "friendly" 

environments characterised by trust and respect). 

As a result of changing demographics and stylistic trends within the figuration, a 

new generation of "tattoo artists" (refusing to be called, in the working-class jargon, 

"tattooists") anived on the scene. Young tattoo artists with art school, graphic design, and 

university training began popping up in tattoo studios across North America (Sanders 

1989). These young men and women came from a melange of social backgrounds and 

wielded enonnous understandings of the physiological and social principles pertaining to 

corporeal movement, aesthetics, and display. Treating the body less and less as a canvass 

to be filled with tattoos and more of an integral part of the self, the young middle-class 

insurgence into the tattoo artist profession redefined many of the old ideologies held 

strongly in the trade (DeMello 2000; Vale & Juno 1989). Artists were now more willing 

to listen to their clients, pursue emerging styles (e.g., tribal, skater, neo-fantasy, 

hentailanime, and gothic), and moved their shops from the urban ghetto, harbour front, or 

periphery to the high fashion and youth centres of the city. The apprenticeship system 

became undermined in this process, and with the advent of many tattoo periodicals 

advertising the sale of tattoo equipment, younger artists were able to strike out on their 

own and established upscale and professional studios catering to women and the middle- 

class. 



But perhaps the most influential of the new groups of tattoo artists and enthusiasts 

in this renaissance era was the self-proclaimed tribalists or Neo Primitives. Groups such 

as the UrbadNeo/Modern Primitives (M. Atkinson & IS. Young 2001; Myers 1997; 

Rosenblatt 1997; Rowanchilde 1995; Vale & Juno 1989) have pushed forward an 

interpretation that encourages us to look at back at the most primal and primitive uses of 

tattooing as symbolic acts of cultural cohesion and group identity. Including body 

modification as part of a homology of style, these individuals (with a core membership in 

the 16-30 year age range) ask to be treated as modern tribalists of the urban jungle 

(Rowanchilde 1995). Rejecting both the traditional Western image of the "marked" 

individual as deviant, and the often dehumanising way in which individuals are treated in 

modern urban life, their intention is to capture the spirit of acceptance that tribal cultures 

(e.g., Melanesian, Polynesian, African, and Micronesian) exhibit toward tattooing. At 

present, it is widely accepted among tattoo artists that tribal styles are the most popular in 

the figuration. Acknowledging that the group is by no means completely homogeneous, 

M. Atkinson & K. Young (2001) maintain that the Urban Primitive use of tattooing is 

directly oppositional to Christian-based codes of bodily display that are a part of the 

hegemony in Western cultures. In representing the focal concerns of Neo Primitives, 

tattoos are used (at least) to signify: a personal rite of passage; a marking of personal 

defence; an ability to endure pain, a challenge to conventional Christian notions of beauty 

and sexuality; and, an exploration of alternative spirituality. 

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, more North Americans sought out and 

embraced tattooing as a personal form of expression than in any other historical period. 

Influenced by political movements which shook conservative cultural understandings of 

the body to the ground, interpretations of tattoos were more varied and subject to 

contextual construction. As women and more "respectable" social classes participated in 

tattooing it transformed into a practice of political identity construction. Shifts and 

restructuring of the professional organisation within the tattoo figuration concomitantly 

occurred. New artists were abound, new styles were viewed on North American bodies, 

new equipment was supplied to artists, new techniques for learning the craft were being 

explored, and the construction of new studios brought tattooing into the spotlight of the 



urban mainstream. By the early 1990s, the current 'supermarket' era of tattooing was in 

full swing. 

The Supermarket Era (1 990-present) 

The dominant characteristic of the new era of tattooing-what DeMello (2000), Vail 

(1999) and others have referred to as the second "renaissance"-is choice. In most major 

urban centres in Canada including Toronto, Vancouver, Montreal, Calgary, Quebec City, 

Edmonton, Winnipeg, and Halifax there are at least seven to ten professional tattoo 

studios. Where there were only a handfbl of artists operating in the cities even a decade 

ago, there are now dozens in each. Tattoo artists now proudly display stickers and 

banners in their windows pronouncing, "Tattoos: Not Just for Bikers Anymore." With the 

ongoing expansion of the clientele base (a term now preferred among tattoo enthusiasts), 

the practice of tattooing has become a highly competitive market economy. Clients are 

consumers, ready to exchange cash (or other commodities) for artistic consultation and 

the services provided by celebrity artists in their areas. 

Taking the city of Calgary-the focal point of this study-as an example, in 1990, 

only two tattoo studios (no longer referred to in the working-class lingo as "parlours") 

existed within the city limits. Now there are at least eleven, with any number of 

independent artists operating independently out of their homes or other quarters. Studios 

are located in all comers of the downtown core-infiltrating fashion districts such as the 

popular 17'" avenue and Kensington Road areas, existing alongside financial institutions 

in the city's centre, and situated in high trafficltourist areas such as Macleod Trail. Neon 

signs flashing "TATTOO" are now seen throughout the city. One no longer needs to 

travel into secluded or dangerous parts of the city to receive a tattoo. Tattoo studios are 

travelling to communities overrun by young, hip, affluent adolescents and professionals. 

Quite simply, the business is going where the demand and the money exists. 

If it is true that the modern tattooee can locate a local tattoo artist in every nook 

and cranny of the city, it is equally true that clients now come from every walk of life. 

Unlike previous eras in which tattoos could only be acquired if an individual personally 

knew an artist or was brave enough to "risk" entering a working-class tattoo parlour, 

tattoo artists compete with one another for their clients (Sanders 1989; Steward 1990). 



Clients include men and women, people ffom all ethnic backgrounds, class origins, and 

individuals possessing divergent sexual preferences, religious affiliations, and ideological 

beliefs. 

With the expansion and diversification of the client base, tattoo artists must now 

be able to accommodate diverse tastes and preferences clients possess for tattoos (K. 

Irwin 2000; Vail 1999). The flash displayed on artists' walls contain dozens of different 

tattoo styles and the portfolios artists keep of their work (available to any customer as a 

method of illustrating the depth and expertise of an artist's ability) contain dozens more. 

A common motto among tattoo artists decrees, "If you can think it up, I can do it." This 

sentiment represents broader cultural attitudes essential to the survival of any fiee market 

economy (e.g. service first, and the customer is always right). People are able to shop 

around for a tattoo artist they feel comfortable with and choose fiom thousands of images 

for their tattoo body projects. Individuality, freedom of expression, and self-exploration 

are overriding dictums for artists and clients. In a culture that privileges individual choice 

and the right to assume control over one's body, tattoo styles are now much more 

heterogeneous and personalised than ever before. 

Interestingly, though, the tattoo style now referred to as neo-Traditional (an 

updated version of classical American work-class tattooing) has made an upswing in 

popularity. As many tattoo artists and other devotees delve into history of the art form 

and learn about the roots of North American tattooing (especially those unimpressed with 

or suspicious of Neo Primitive perspectives on tattooing), people are actively bringing 

back to life working-class tattoo styles and imagery (M. Atkinson 2000~). Perhaps a 

function of the current era of cultural uncertainty and doubt brought about by 

globalisation processes, political correctness, ethnic pluralism, and the-breakdown of 

dominant cultural social classification systems (e.g., race, class, gender), people are 

turning to tattooing as part of a collective quest for something uniquely (North) 

American. Therefore, while some might be quick to attribute the recent boom in the 

popularity of tattooing to hyper-individuality, the resurgence of traditional (in its new 

form) indicates that North Americans continue to utilise tattooing in interdependent ways 

vis-i-vis the search for and expression of cultural affiliations (M. Atkinson 2000c; M. 

Atkinson & K. Young 2001). In many ways, then, by pursuing tattooing body projects, 



individuals may be actively and purposefully shopping for culture through their corporeal 

alterations. 

Lastly, DeMello (2000) addresses a much neglected characteristic of the tattoo 

figuration in the current era. In a society she argues to be preoccupied with 

communication technologies, DeMello (2000) focuses on how high speed information 

systems have altered the sense of "community" in the tattoo figuration. Positing that 

tattoo periodicals, internet newsgroups, web pages, and highly advertised tattoo 

conventions bring tattoo enthusiasts together into an information-rich community of 

social actors, emphasis is given to how tattoo enthusiasts (regardless of their diversity) 

are much more cohesive as a social group. If tattooing has emerged out of the social 

shadows and into popular culture, DeMello (2000) argues it has done so because people 

can learn on-line about the tattooing process, find out about artists through magazines, 

and contact artists fiom all over the world. There is a level of dialogue between tattoo 

enthusiasts in the current era, and as individuals ffom all over the world begin to share 

their experiences with and stories about tattooing with others, the structure of the tattoo 

figuration continues to change in unplanned and unanticipated ways. 

One of the most difficult questions I am often asked when discussing the history 

of North American tattooing is, "Where do you think it will go in the future?" History, I 

often respond, dictates that this is impossible to predict. Among whom will tattooing be 

popular, what styles (if any) will predominate, or how will tattoos be applied in the 

future? We simply cannot forecast answers to these questions without engaging in pure 

speculation. The figuration has and will continue to transform in unintended ways. What 

we can say with some degree of certainty is that ongoing transformations within the 

figuration will most likely be directed by several major influences. 

First, tattooing has been chiefly influenced by dominant (i.e., normative) cultural 

constructions of the body as a site of personal representation. In the early eras of tattooing 

in North America, bodies were strictly regimented and controlled as a site of display. 

Coupled with cultural understandings of the tattooed body as a signifier of atavism and 

barbarism, only a few of the more socially adventurous engaged in tattooing. This trend 

would persevere for approximately a century on this continent, until individuals would 

wage war against long-standing corporeal codes and regimens in North America. Tattoos 



would eventually figure into these movements, and filter into popular culture toward the 

end of the 20' century as normative standards about the body and its modification were 

commodified, blurred, confused, and in some cases erased. 

Second, the social diffusion of tattooing is directly affected by the degree to 

which the practice is defined as a deviant social practice within a larger cultural context. 

Clearly, tattooing remained unpopular in North America, or conversely ascended in 

popularity, because of the image of deviance conjured by tattooed bodies. Tattooing has 

never been (and perhaps never will be) a completely normative social practice. 

Paramount, though, are the reasons or motivations for becoming tattooed individuals 

develop because of the deviant status of the tattoo. Whether the tattoo enthusiast utilises a 

tattoo to signify social protest, rebellion, disenfi.anchisement, or conformity (i.e., in eras 

categorised by attitudes such as, 'to shock is chic'), the practice has retained an aura of 

marginality throughout its brief history in North America. 

Third, the professional structure (e.g., principally, artists and their studios) of the 

figuration both alters and is altered by fluctuations in cultural body habituses, dominant 

perceptions of tattoos, expanding and contracting membership bases, and clients' 

preferences for particular tattoo styles. These factors influence the activities of 

professional tattoo artists in the figuration singularly and additively. Future quantitative 

and qualitative changes in the structure of the figuration are difficult to predict. How can 

one, for example, predict with any accuracy the manners by which professional learning 

processes in tattooing will change or where tattoo studios will be located? Speculation 

would be nothing more than educated guesswork, and would not be guided by empirical 

knowledge or informed analysis. 

In a sense, we stand at the very beginning of the history of tattooing in North 

America-in both our fascination with and sociological understanding of the practice. I 

would hope sociologists choose to follow the path carved out by historians (within and 

outside of the tattoo figuration) in documenting the social significance of tattooing. 

Whereas historians have assumed the mandate of chronicling the history of this most 

controversial form of urban art, sociologists have not followed suit with investigations of 

the relevance of the practice as a form of human communication, social interchange, and 

cultural performance. In the following discussion, I review extant academic knowledge of 



tattooing gleaned fiom the limited analyses of the practice and suggest why and how we 

must jettison commonly-held theoretical approaches for studying the practice. 

. . Deviants. Discontent. and Disrepute: Tattoomg; m the Social Sciences 

Given the rich social history of tattooing in North America, it seems ironic that 

sociologists have remained largely inattentive to the practice. Our understanding of body 

modification is, in a word, lacking. Admittedly, part of my sociological interest in the 

research stems fiom the pittance of scholarly knowledge we have accumulated about this 

form of human expression. With this said, extant academic research on tattooing in North 

America (although limited in its breadth and conceptual development) is a useful guide 

for formulating current research questions and lines of inquiry. In this study, I drew on 

tattooing research in cultural anthropology, psychology, and sociology to aid in the 

construction of five main research questions. 

Cultural Anthropology: Marks of Inclusion 

Through the late 1970s and into the 1980s numerous anthropological texts examined the 

tattooing practices of the Dayak of Borneo (e.g., Vale & Juno 1989), the Maori of New 

Zealand (e.g., Gathercole 1988), Native North Americans (e.g., Light 1972) and Japanese 

groups (e.g., Richie & Buruma 1980). Among the more notable of these texts were 

Robert Brain's, The Decorated Body (1979) and Victoria Ebin's, The Body Decorated 

(1979). Documenting how tattooing is, in terms used here, a redesign body project 

oriented toward linking the individual to larger cultural webs, these authors investigate 

how tattooing is normative corporeal practice in many non-Western cultures. Tracing the 

origins of tattooing to the 35" century B.C., cultural anthropologists like Brain and Ebin 

paint a very different portrait of tattooing than Western authors. They highlight the social 

significance of tattooing as an activity which fosters in-group cohesiveness and mutual 

identification. Analysis of the deviant aspects of tattooing is forsaken in these discussions 

since the (tribal) groups studied share cultural habituses about tattoos as symbols of 

culture, identity, and self-pride. 

Rubin's edited collection of essays, Mark of Civilisation (1988), is perhaps the 

most comprehensive treatise of tattooing within tribal cultures. Written during the middle 



of the tattoo renaissance in North America, Rubin's project is built around the purpose of 

informing Westerners about the global-historical pervasiveness of the practice. 

Throughout the text Rubin and his associates describe how and why tattooing has been 

inserted into cultural practice as a method of transforming the "raw" physical self (Levi- 

Strauss 1966, 1969) into a social (qua socialised) entity-or what Brain calls, "putting on 

a new slan, a cultural, as opposed to a natural skin" (1979, p.29). 

According to cultural anthropologists, tattoos become signatures of identity within 

tribal cultures, a mark representing one's lineage, social status, roles within a cultural 

group, and overall exploits within the world. Tattooing is thus conceptualised as a rite of 

passage, worshiped by participants as a sacred ceremony of cultural creation and 

conikmation (Camphausen 1997; Mascia-Lees & Sharpe 1992). For example, the 

Samoan tradition of tattooing (Kaeppler 1988) is best described as a cultural ordeal. 

When tribal elders decide that the individual is ready, the Samoan man, like the Hawaiian 

man, receives a full body tattoo over a several day period. Men are tattooed via the 

traditional hand poking or tapping method-ink made £?om soot and mixed with kerosene 

is driven into the skin with the aid of a hand held device resembling a long stick with a 

comb attached to the end made fiom porcupine quills or rhinoceros horn-in a ritual test 

of one's commitment to one's tribe. Samoans describe the pain involved in the process as 

excruciating but bear the physical trauma nonetheless (Kaeppler 1988). To quit in the 

middle of the process brings shame to the man and generations of his family. To endure 

the process elevates the man's status within the tribe. Cultural anthropologists have 

documented that similar tattooing experiences are not uncommon around the world, but 

rather the norm. Tattooing is utilised to mark something uniquely human upon the skin, 

something which is not defined as the sign of the deviant, the mark of the beast, nor the 

masochistic cry of the social misfit. 

Although research efforts on tattooing arising out of cultural anthropological 

studies are insightful, aside fi-om the rudimentary idea that tattoos create and 

communicate in-group affiliation, they simply do not reflect the contemporary cultural 

uses of tattooing in Canada. Even though we are provided with some fascinating case 

studies on either the tribal uses of tattooing as a collective body project (cf. Camphausen 

1997; Ebin 1979; Gel1 1993; Rubin 1988) or tattooing in other urban cultures (cf. Brain 



1979; Martischnig 1987; Richie & Buruma 1980; Mascia-Lees & Sharpe 1992), cultural 

anthropological research does not capture the spirit of the art form in Canada nor current 

sensibilities about the practice. Therefore, case studies elucidating tribal usage of 

tattooing are insufficient to serve as a directional M e w o r k  for contemporary 

sociological analyses of the practice in the current era. 

Psychology: Marks of Atavism 

The most connected scholarly research on tattooing is found in the psychology literature. 

Hovering around organising concepts such as personality disorder, ego identity, and 

stigma, psychological research on the subject postulates that individuals turn to tattooing 

as a method of coping with and managing psychological dilemmas. Psychological 

analyses of the practices have considerably advanced the study of how tattooing may be 

pervasive among certain criminal groups (e.g., youth gangs) or subcultures (e.g., military 

groups), and how tattoos have been recognised in North America as a sign of 

membership within disreputable communities. 

The theoretical standpoint adopted by a clear majority of psychologists in 

studying tattooing resembles long-standing popular cultural stereotypes about tattooees. 

Almost without exception, psychological constructions of tattooing revolve around a 

belief in the inherent pathology or ego deficiency of the individual partaking in the 

practice. Psychologists have contended that a tattooed body is the manifestation of a mind 

fraught with disorder, and representative of an individual who cannot conform to social 

norms, values, and beliefs because the mind will not allow them to do so: 

. . .maladjustment is typically correlated with tattoos.. .it is logical to 

hypothesise that motivation to be tattooed is related to a paucity of 

interpersonal satisfactions, the need to compensate for failure by 

exhibitionistic display of bravado or experience, and a frustrated but 

strong desire to identifqLeven to the extent of attempting an anomic 

identification (Howell et al. 1971, p.33). 

. . .tattooees experienced a flaw at some stage of their ego development and 

used their tattoos in a restorative manner to bolster an underdeveloped 



ego. The tattoo can be described as the 'personalised Rorschach of its 

wearer' as it reflects the deep-seated need for the individual to call 

attention to the body in order to assure himself that he does in fact exist 

(Grumet 1983, p.484). 

Furthermore, if we believe researchers such as Ferguson-Rayport et al. (1955), Gittleson 

et al. (1969), Goldstein (1979), Measey (1972), and Pollak & McKenna (1945), 

predilection for tattooing is a predictor of future deviance, as individuals who cannot 

refkain fkom brutally marking their bodies in such a primitive and barbaric way cannot 

contain other deviant impulses (e.g., toward criminal behaviour, predatory sexual acts, 

homosexuality, or self-abuse): 

Many Westerners do not belong to particular groups where tattooing is 

expected, yet they resort to this primitive method of emotional expression. 

Many of these individuals congregate in institutions that cater for 

disordered social behaviour. This suggests that in our culture there may be 

a greater likelihood of tattooed persons having an abnormal personality 

than persons who are not tattooed. Emotional immaturity is the personality 

factor nominated as the primary trait associated with the urge to mutilate 

the body with tattoos. Tattooed men are usually of two types: the 

exhibitionist, and the young man seeking to compensate for inferiority 

feelings (McKerracher & Watson 1969, pp. 167-1 68). 

Problematically, as a result of measurement and design issues plaguing the studies, 

psychologists fail to distinguish between cause and effect in the tattooing process. Is 

tattooing a product of a psychological disorder which similarly produces criminal 

behaviour? Inferences about this correlation are made, but never specified nor empirically 

tested. Research on convict (DeMello 1993; Kent 1997) and gang tattooing (Rubin 1988) 

indicates that the practice becomes common among prisoners or those incarcerated in an 

institution of control for a host of reasons, including: the search for collective identity; an 

affective expression of despair, a means of articulating a sense of distance from 

mainstream society; and, as a method of exploring the self in the institutional context. In 

effect, by taking the inherently social and communicative aspects of tattooing out of the 



practice in psychological analyses, we are left with strikingly unflattering and empirically 

unfounded discussions of tattooing as a outward signifier of pathology. 

While clearly dialogical with elements of the social history of tattooing in North 

America and resonating with enduring cultural conceptions of the tattoo as a deviant 

symbol, the substantial psychological literature on the subject severely limits a broader 

understanding of tattooing as a culturally meaningful practice (i.e., Grumet 1983; 

Houghton et al. 1996; Howell et al. 1971; Lander & Kohn 1943; McKerracher & Watson 

1969; Newman 1982; Verberne 1969). Psychological research casts tattooing in a 

pejorative light by treating the modified body as a sign of personality disorder. Viewed in 

this manner, permanently modifying the body is natural for the maladjusted, the mentally 

corrupted, or the dissociative. Tattooing loses any possibility of being considered as a 

meaningfil and communicative enterprise, in favour of a position that treats the practice 

as biologically (i.e., genetically) or developmentally (i.e., cognitively) determined. Such 

perceptions have done little to produce an accurate picture of the cultural meanings 

associated with tattooing as a redesign body project, and do not allow participants to 

explain their tattooing activities in their own terms and categories. 

Sociology: Marks of Polysemic Meaning 

In a rather gross generalisation, cultural anthropological and psychological research 

efforts portray tattooing as a uniformly decodable practice; that is, cultural 

anthropologists treat tattooing as a normative process of group formation, while 

psychologists conceptualise tattooing as a personality defect. In contrast, sociological 

analyses of tattooing are refreshing in their diversity, producing a range of theoretical 

interpretations and definitions of the practice. Typically, though, sociological accounts of 

tattooing may be placed into one of three main categories: studies of tattooing as a form 

of social deviance; analyses of tattoo artists and their everyday experiences in the 

business; and, investigations of the tattoo as a form of political resistance. 

I. The Tattoo and Social Deviance 

Arguably, Sanders' work on tattooing is the most comprehensive existing analysis of 

tattooing as a deviant body project. In my view, his text Customizing the Body: The Art 

and Culture of Tattooing (1989), should be a starting point for anyone interested in the 



field. Exploring the tattoo as both a voluntary and involuntary mark of stigma (Goffman 

1963), Sanders effectively re-introduced the topic to sociologists. Writing at the onset of 

the first tattoo renaissance in North America, he provides a "thick description" (Geertz 

1973) of the tattoo "community" (e.g., key artists in the figuration, clients' motivations 

for being tattooed, a description of the actual process of being tattooed, and the 

phenomenological experience of being tattooed) and alludes to its changing significance 

in North America. Recognizing a turn to alternative tattoo styles, a re-invigorated youth 

movement, and a boom in tattooing among females, Sanders (1989, 1991) provides 

important suggestions for structuring subsequent research on tattooing. 

Sanders' legacy is clearly established by his willingness to confkont exactly what 

it is about tattoos that signifies deviance, and how tattoos become defined as normative or 

non-nonnative in situated contexts of interaction. Dissecting the processes by which 

audiences come to interpret social symbols as deviant or not, Sanders (1989) discredits 

the idea that tattoos are simply marks of "disaffiliation" (Goman 1963). In my opinion, 

he was the first sociologist who held firm to the idea that tattooing is a practice subject to 

social constructions and definitions (deviant or otherwise), influenced by the personal 

biographies of, collective world views held by, and contextual interpretations of 

audiences. 

Other sociologists delving into the processes by which tattoos are defined as 
socially deviant take a much less culturally introspective standpoint. For instance, 

focusing on deviant subcultural uses of tattooing among prisoners (DeMello 1993; Kent 

1997; Seaton 1987) or ethnic youth gangs (Govenar 1988), attention is given to how and 

why tattoos are adopted by criminals and delinquents in the process of outwardly 

representing disaffection with society. Furthermore, through the rich description of how 

tattooing develops as a subcultural tradition within these social settings, tattooing is 

shown to be a "deviant" way for proving one's masculinity, commitment to a group, or 

the desire to be different from culturally mainstream Others. Postulated to be part of what 

Willis (1978) would call a "homology"--or a complex set of complimentary group 

practices coalescing around a shared set of ideologies, activities and stylistic 

preferenceHattooing is studied as a form of collective expression which purposefully 

embraces and promulgates the image of deviance denoted by tattoos in North America. 



Again, while the argument that in North America and other Western figurations 

tattoos, deviant images, and social stigma tend to go hand-in-hand maintains credibility, 

this depiction oRen limits the analysis of tattooing as a legitimate and respectable form of 

art or persona1/subcultural expression (DeMello 1995, 2000; Friedman 1996; Gallick 

1996). Debates about the changing status of tattooing have become common in North 

America, where tattooing and other redesign body projects have clearly become de 

rigueur. Vail's (1999) recent study of tattoo art collectors makes the argument that 

perceptions of tattooing as a legitimate art form may be changing, illustrating how North 

Americans are currently re-considering the tattoo's potential as a cultural symbol. 

K. Lriwn's (2000) re-visitation of Sanders' (1989) description of the negotiation process 

in tattooing (i.e., between artists and their clients concerning the image to be tattooed, its 

size, colouration, and placement on the body) similarly depicts the practice as much more 

culturally normative than considered by most sociologists. I commend these authors for 

critically re-examining the sociological construction of the practice, but simultaneously 

caution against eliminating tattooing from the realm of social deviance. I am reminded of 

the words of John Gray, who warns against interpreting the tattoo's recent popularity as a 

trend toward its permanent acceptance: "...according to the media, tattooing is about to 

go permanently mainstream. Don't believe it. Rumors of imminent respectability have 

been chasing the tattoo for a century" (1994, p. 15). 

It. Hanging with the Tatt-Man: Life in the Tattoo Studio 

The second general area of investigation common in the sociological literature is the 

study of tattoo artists and their working environments. These are typically idiographic 

analyses involving the activities of artists employed within one or a handful of tattoo 

studios (Burchett & Leighton 1958; J. Gray 1994; St. Clair & Govenar 1981; Steward 

1990; Webb 1979). They also include the study of a specific faction of the tattoo 

figuration such as the New York tattoo artist community (McCabe 1997) or Modern 

Primitive artists (M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001; Featherstone 2000; Myers 1997; 

Rosenblatt 1997; Vale & Juno 1989). In these studies, a cross-section of issues and 

concerns are addressed, including the career contingencies of becoming a tattoo artist 

(Sanders 1989; Steward 1990), the personal histories of some of the key figures in the 



figuration (DeMello 2000; McCabe 1997)' the tensions between competing groups of 

artists (J. Gray 1994; Steward 1990), and the contemporary organisation of the business 

as a commercial enterprise (Sanders 1988). 

Throughout these texts-I think of Steward's (1990) autobiographical account of 

life as a tattoo artist and St. Clair and Govenar's (1981) work in particular here-we are 

given first hand accounts of life on the edge of professional respectability. As the artists' 

narratives interweave with sociological analysis, a sense of what it is like to be at the hub 

of the practice is gleaned. Readers are let into a world scarcely known but widely 

stereotyped, and we gain an understanding of how many tattoo artists sense that they are 

a conduit of social deviance. On reflecting about his experiences with tattooees and his 

role in providing the deviant service, Steward (known as the tattoo artist "Phil Sparrow") 

writes: 

Two reactions seem possible in persons who see a tattoo on someone. One 

is complete fascination, a feeling that here is the ultimate stud, the great 

macho, the sexual satyr, the Marlboro man, the far travelling sailor, the 

incomparable sadistic master, the Genet criminal just released fiom prison. 

The other is a complete revulsion: the tattoo represents the epitome of 

sleaze, of low-class background, of cheap vulgarity and bad taste, 

everything that intelligence and sophistication have conditioned you to 

despise (1990, p. 10). 

Sociologists investigating contemporary tattooing are indebted to extant studies of 

tattoo artists on a number of theoretical and methodological levels. Through the 

exploration of Gofhan's (1959, 1963) dramaturgical theory, Lernert's (1% 1, 1967) 

labeling theory, and subcultural theories (e.g., A. Cohen 1955; Hebdige 1979)' research 

on the lived experiences of tattoo artists brings to light and analytically dissects the 

structural backbone of the figuration. While some of these accounts read more as non- 

fictional narratives than sociological analyses (e.g., Steward 1990), social researchers 

attending to the occupational, existential, and inter-personal experiences of tattoo artists 

have laid out a theoretical and conceptual map for navigating the tattoo figuration. This 

has been directly facilitated by researchers' commitment to exploring the tattoo figuration 

via field research (i.e., participant observation). Suggesting that first-hand research on 



tattooing is not only feasible but the surest way to capture the zeitgeist of the artists in a 

specific era (cf. DeMello 2000; Sanders 1989), individuals are encouraged to interact 

with tattoo artists as a means of deciphering the social dynamics of the figuration. 

Pursuing ''thick'' accounts of the tattoo enterprise as a form of deviant work, members' 

own accounts are presented alongside sociological understandings of the figuration in a 

mosaic of description and explanation. 

III. Tattoo This! Identity Politics Research 

As the last major area of investigation, recent sociological analyses of tattooing reflect 

prominent theoretical trends in research on body modification. Tattooing has been 

inserted into discussions of the ways in which bodies are essential in doing identity 

politics in the new millennium. Women's experiences with tattoos (Mi- 1997; Pitts 

1998; Sanders 1991) and tattooing among middle-class factions of the figuration such as 

the Neo Primitives (M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001; Vale & Juno 1989; Wojcik 1995) 

indicate that tattoos may be utilised as an expression of personallcollective resistance. 

Considering the tattoo's historically non-normative status in North America (particularly 

as a body project for women, the middle-class, and gayAesbian groups), tattooed bodies 

are theorised to be political billboards of dissent. In the clichb terminology of the day, it 

is suggested that wilfully tattooing the body is an act of personal "reclamation" (i.e., as a 
statement of opposition against codes regulating acceptable gender, class, and ethnic 

display). Research indicates that tattooing is used as a personally therapeutic technique 

for coming to terms with rape experiences or gender/ethnic/sexual discrimination (M. 

Atkinson & K. Young 2001), as a form of resistance to capitalist ideologies of 

imperialism and expansion (Rowanchilde 1995), as a collective search for spirituality and 

identity in an increasingly secularised and globalised world (Rosenblatt 1997), and as a 

way of rejecting dominant cultural constructions of art and beauty (Pitts 1998). 

Research offered through this line of inquiry alludes to the changing and 

polysernic nature of cultural understandings about tattoos in North America. 

Unfortunately, a much needed sense of objectivity and detachment is typically 

relinquished in these analyses. Authors become as actively involved in the "resistance" to 

culture as the subjects. In many cases, one is led to wonder if the tattooing practices are 



consciously constructed by participants as resistance and not simply "read" into their 

practices by researchers through a pre-figured theoretical framework. Tattooing becomes 

more of a validation of strands of Marxist, cultural studies, feminist, queer, and 

postmodern theories rather than a social practice grounded in participants' 

(inter)subjective experiences with and definitions of tattoos. I argue that in these 

instances of analysis, researchers are not allowing their data to be theoretically 

"surprising" (Willis 1980) and are thus missing the inherent possibilities for exploration 

and discovery. 

In sum, a term apropos for categorising extant sociological research on tattooing 

is diversity. Mini-traditions have developed within the small body of literature on the 

subject, indicating that some sociologists have recognised a need for "concatenating" 

(Stebbins 1992) research efforts on tattooing. The overall literature taps into myriad 

social uses, constructions, and experiences with tattoos. Taking as the subject matter the 

entire range of activities within the tattoo figuration, sociological research on the practice 

is much more substantively varied, theoretically flexible, and methodologically rigorous 

than its cultural anthropological and psychological counterparts. Importantly, sociological 

research provides a key set of issues and concepts relevant in contemporary (updated) 

sociological studies of the figuration. In constructing the underlying research questions 

for this study, I drew heavily upon existing strengths and gaps within the sociological 

literature on tattooing in forging out an research approach toward the subject 

Research questions 

Treating the sociogenesis of tattooing in North America and the academic (especially the 

sociological) literature on tattooing as a backdrop for understanding contemporary 

practices in Canada, I address five interrelated questions in this research. As I will argue 

throughout the discussion, conventional sociological approaches to tattooing (and body 

projects more generally) are insightful but needlessly stagnating. I contend that this has 

been a product of a lack of substantive and theoretical innovation and integration in the 

area. The following questions were, then, posed as an attempt to rectifjr this current 

condition in research on tattooing, and are respectively addressed in subsequent Chapters 

of this text. 



Question 1 

A recurrent theme in the literature on tattooing is the notion that a distinct tattoo 

subculture exists-including tattoo artists, their clients, equipment suppliers, business 

owners, and so-called "hangers-on." While it has been widely documented that particular 

subcultures employ tattooing as a means of fostering group cohesion, it is similarly 

suggested that a larger community of tattoo enthusiasts exists. However, given the 

supposed impermanence of group identijtcation and membership characteristic of the 

postmodern era, we must ask if there is a distinct tattooing subculture or community of 

tattooees, as many authors have previously suggested. If group boundaries are fuzzy and 

easily transgressed by members and non-members-compounded by the widespread 

commodification of tattooing as a redesign body project-how might we begin to 

conceptually categorise tattoo enthusiasts (if it can be classified as a cohesive collectivity 

at all)? 

Question 2 

From the beginning of this research I was strongly committed to a general belief that in 

order to fully understand the recent proliferation of the tattooing body project, we must 

contextualise the motivations for modifying the body against long-term sociogenic 

trends. Inspecting how socio-cultural change has affected personality structures (i.e., 

individual habituses) toward modifying the body in the current era, I hold as a critical 

part of the analysis the ways in which tattooing (as a redesign body project) can be 

understood over time; that is, how peaks and valleys in the popularity of tattooing are 

afected by cultural habituses toward the body and its modification during specific 

historical moments. 

Question 3 

In an era in which we are increasingly redesigning our bodies through projects of 

corporeal alteration, we need to ascertain why we choose to permanently alter our bodies 

through tattooing. While sociologists have acquired a preliminary understanding of 

tattooing, we need to revisit motivations toward and accounts of tattooing in light of the 

currentpopularity of the practice. Even the most descriptive and comprehensive accounts 

of tattooing in the literature to date fail to address why individuals choose to participate 



in this body project over others, or conjointly engage in tattooing alongside other forms 

of corporeal manipulation. 

Question 4 

Flowing fiom the previous questions (involving a thick description of tattooing in the 

current "supermarket era"), we must include the analysis of how tattoos are lived and 

experienced in everyday life as a central part of the investigation. Inspecting the 

processes through which individuals incorporate tattoos into their lives, we must follow 

this question by addressing how tattoos are phenomenologically experienced. Of course, 

issues in how the self is afTected through the tattooing process are central here, as are the 

positive and negative reactions tattooees receive from audiences over time. 

Question 5 

Finally, based on the study of tattooing practices in Canada, what might an integrated 

sociological model of body modzjkation habitus formation look like, and how might it be 

utilised by sociologists? If the overall literature on body modification projects (including 

tattooing) fails to stress the sociological merit of synthesised and amalgamated theories of 

the body, how might a theoretically integrated model of body modification be formulated 

from field research on tattooing? Furthermore, what might the methodological 

implications of this type of model be, and how could it be applied in non-def;nitive, 

flexible, and exploratory ways through concatenated research on body modification? 



CHAPTER 3 
IN THE TRENCHES OF EVERYDAY LIFE: 

RESEARCH METHODS 

I became interested in tattooing as a sociological subject about five years ago. I knew a 

handful of tattoo artists in the city of Toronto, and had spent several months hanging out 

with, interviewing, and observing them as part of a qualitative research assignment I was 

conducting for a graduate course in research methods. Comparing data collected in 

Toronto to empirical observations made in tattoo studios in the city of Hamilton, I 

produced a narrowly focused study of the career contingencies (Prus 1987) of tattoo 

artists. Following this project, I spent more time hanging around with tattoo artists in 

Toronto, and was tattooed several more times myself. I came to view the subject as well- 

worth pursuing in an extended way-to the extent that I decided to write a monograph on 

tattooing. 

In this Chapter, I argue that a participant observation-based methodological 

approach was best suited for the exploration of the central questions posed in this 

research. Taking the primacy of engaging with the social world as the methodological 

pillar of this study, research efforts were geared toward culling tattoo artists' and clients' 

experiences, constructions, and interpretations with tattoos. Guided by an interest in 

gathering and sociologically analysing individuals' narratives about tattooing body 

projects, participant observation-based methodological strategies were employed to 

inspect the processes involved in becoming a tattoo enthusiast. 

Ethnogra~hv on the Edge 

Over the past thrrty years, ethnographic research methods have clearly ascended in 

popularity. Once a broadly marginalised technique of investigation within sociology, 

ethnography is now a generally accepted research strategy there. As such, a plethora of 

texts detailing the different types of ethnography, suggestions for research design, and 

recipes for analysing ethnographic data exist (P. Atkinson 1990, 1992; Denzin 1997; 

Shaffir & Stebbins 1991; Silverman 1998). Furthermore, with growing numbers of 

sociologists adopting ethnography as a preferred method of data collection, debates about 



the nature of ethnography have naturally arisen. Correspondingly, sociologists have 

adapted, reformulated, and redesigned ethnography in a multitude of ways. 

In the wake of ethnography's rebirth within the social sciences, I am not sure that 

we can refer to it as "a method" unified by several core assumptions or practices. This is 

not a problem per se, since tolerance, flexibility, and openness should be part of one's 

methodological mindset. However, given the lack of consensus about what ethnography 

constitutes, ethnographers are bound by little in terms of standard techniques for 

conducting or critically evaluating ethnographic research. Furthermore, with the recent 

turn toward "non-traditional" ways of researching and writing through ethnography, the 

mandate of ethnography has become fuzzy. For instance, Richardson (1999) argues that 

"good" ethnography should at least be: textually innovative; aesthetically pleasing; auto- 

ethnographic; and, intellectually and emotionally provocative. It should also be an 

expression of some reality. Pioneering what she refers to as "creative analytic practices" 

(CAP), Richardson echoes the sentiments of legions of ethnographers who advocate the 

use of fiction, poetry, performance art, and painting as a way of telling politically 

motivated ethnographic stories (cf. Gubrium & Holstein 1997). 

By breaking away fiom the more traditional symbolic interactionist-informed 

(i.e., Chicago-style) research methods, Denzin (1991, 1993, 1997, 1999) is lauded as a 

pioneer among the new school ethnographers. In a lengthy list of criteria, Denzin writes 

that an ethnographic text should: be a piece of literary craftsmanship; identify the 

injustices of structures of race, class, gender, and sexual orientation; express the politics 

of hope; and, express the author's own immersion in political struggles (1999, 512-513). 

Through a rather abstruse and evasive series of statements, Denzin (1997) concludes that 

an ethnography becomes culturally valuable if it is replete with truth-telling, feminist 

moralism, stories about struggle, politics, improvisation, existentialism, and vulnerability. 

What Denzin, and others including L. Anderson (1999) Behar (1996), Ford (1998), and 

Jackson (1998) are pressing for is an ethnography which ventures into the realm of 

fiction, journalism, or drama. Purporting the idea that ethnography should be 

simultaneously politically motivated, emotionally uplifbg, and oriented toward social 

change, these authors paint (sometimes literally!) a significantly different portrait of 

ethnography. 



We must be careful not to dismiss the newer forms of ethnography-including 

postmodem ethnography (Muggleton 2000; Tyler 1986), impressionist ethnography (Ellis 

1995), confessionist ethnography (Van Maanen 1988, 1995), autoethnography (Ellis & 

Bochner 1996), feminist ethnography @. Smith 1987), visual ethnography (Heath 1998), 

and performance ethnography (Paget 1995)-as inconsequential or otherwise 

unproductive. Clearly, contemporary ethnographic strategies have reinvigorated 

sociologists' interest in core methodological issues such as representation, discourse, the 

non-academic use of ethnographic texts (cf. Plummer 1999), the social construction of 

reality, and the researcher's role in portraying others' lived experiences (cf. Clifford & 

Marcus 1986). These issues are obviously not the discoveries of avant-garde 

ethnographers in the current era, but in recent years have certainly been placed back onto 

the methodological table for critical consideration. With this said, I would agree with 

both Gans (1999) and Fine (1999) that the lingua fianca of ethnography has been lost. 

Ethnographic techniques appear to be bound together by little in relation to standards, 

accepted practices, or common approaches. In short, ethnographers have a relative carte 

blanche to pursue whatever methods of data collection, analysis, and representation 

deemed appropriate to achieve the (overwhelmingly political) task at hand. 

In its current usage, then, the term "ethnography" may refer to anything that 

situates the researcher in "the middle" of what is being studied. What was once a body of 

methodological tactics centrally positioned around the task of attending to human lived 

experience (i.e., what social actors are doing, feeling, and thinking in the here-and-now of 

everyday life), ethnographic research strategies appear to have shifted toward the study of 

discourse, texts, representation, and reflexivity-losing, as some authors claim (Fine 

1999; Gans 1999; Karp 1999; Dawson & Prus 1993,1995; Sanders 1999), human actors 

in the process. Ethnographers are in the "middle" of what is being studied, not because 

they immerse themselves in the life-worlds of others (l3lumer 1969, Bruyn 1966; Geertz 

1973; Lofland & Lofland 1995; Prus 1996), but because they critically investigate and 

deconstruct specific representations of life-worlds through linguistic, semiotic, or any 

textual means. 

Therefore, I begin the discussion of the methods adopted in this research by 

confessing that the methodological strategy employed was participant observation. In the 



murky morass which is now ethnography, participant observation-based research appears 

to be waning in popularity. Thus, I commence the breakdown of my research approach by 

briefly revisiting the basic methodological thrust of participant observation, and 

juxtapose these against postmodernist suggestions for doing ethnographic inquiry. 

Participant Observation: Not Me-Search but Research 

Gary Alan Fine (1999) has remarked that one of the most pervasive trends in 

contemporary ethnography is the examination of researchers' personal understandings, 

biases, and feelings in accounts of the social world. Categorising the high degree of 

reflexivity in (mainly postmodernist) ethnography as "me-search" rather than empirical 

research on human interchange, Fine dismisses the escape into researchers' minds as 

playful yet unproductive fancy. I share with Fine a distrust of research strategies which 

encourage more self-exploration than social exploration, and agree with Gans (1999) that 

a more f i t f u l  empirical approach to the study of social interaction is found in participant 

observation. 

On the Nature of Participant Observation 

If there is one lesson I have learned in doing participant observation-based research over 

the past seven years, it is that the sociologist who regularly becomes immersed in the life- 

worlds of others is not selecting a methodological path of least resistance. Participant 

observation is time-consuming, emotionally draining, and physically exhausting. Rather 

than sitting in an armchair pontificating about the nature of human interaction through the 

lens of erudite or cutting-edge sociological theories of the day, participant observers 

directly engage with the social world. As Polsky writes, "successful research depends on 

the investigator's abilities to look at people, listen to them, think and feel with them, talk 

with them rather than at them or about them" (1967, p.119). 

For researchers committed to the study of how meanings and perspectives about 

the world are constructed in everyday life, participant observation is the most direct, 

focused, and empirically-based method of investigation. To this end, participant 

observers are principally interested in everyday life settings and situations-from the 

commonplace to the outrageous. Participant observers study interaction within the home, 



among criminals, within deviant subcultures, in occupational settings, or among 

individuals in many other social institutions. Simply put, participant observers venture to 

wherever social action occurs. Rather than viewing "social settings" (Lofland & Lofland 

1995) as fixed locations "out there" in the world, they are conceived as fields of 

interaction comprised by thinking, feeling, and reflecting people. Becker's (1963) 

seminal research on jazz musicians indicates how the jazz club is an interactive terrain- 

meaningful and understood in different ways by those who own the club, by patrons of 

the club, and jazz musicians performing in the club. Through Browne's (1973) study of 

the used car business, we acquire a sense of how the car lot becomes a setting in which 

economic power is negotiated between salespersons and clients. Similarly, Beal (1995) 

shows how libraries, public parks, and courthouses become settings for doing social 

resistance by skateboarders. Studying how the meaning of public space is defined and 

rearranged through ongoing activity (i.e., skateboarding on library steps, making skating 

ramps out of public walkways in parks, or using the railings in the fkont of courthouses 

for trick purposes), Beal (1995) uncovers how skateboarders attribute contra-nonnative 

meanings to these social spaces. 

Without question, the exploration of how meaning is attributed to social 

interaction is one underlying goal of participant observation. Conceptualising reality as 

unfixed, mediated, and subject to situational construction (Berger & Luchann 1966; 

Prus 1996; Woolgar & Pawluch 1985), participant observers are mainly guided by the 

idea that reality is best understood as an intersubjective phenomenon; that is, individuals 

achieve mutual understandings of reality in and through emergent social interaction. As a 

result, participant observers strive to acquire a sense of how individuals actively 

formulate and propose definitions of reality by engaging with them. Willis writes that, 

"the sheer surprise of a living culture is a slap to reverie. Real, bustling, startling cultures 

move. They exist. They are something in the world. ..Real events can save us much 

philosophy" (1978, p.1). Tapping into the terms, typifications, and categorisations about 

social life employed by individuals through the course of interaction (Garlinkel 1967; 

Schutz 1967), participant observers attain insider-informed understandings of social 

realities. Participant observers, then, engage in what Giddens (1991) refers to as the 

"double hermeneutic"-interpreting how individuals actively interpret reality. These 



depictions of reality are not absolute readings of reality-since, as participant observers 

have readily acknowledged (cf. Prus 1997), such representations are partial at best. 

In the pursuit of intersubjective understandings of social life, participant observers 

develop relationships with individualethat is, we locate individuals in social settings, 

and become a participant in their groups (Adler & Adler 1985; Shafk & Stebbins 1991; 

Wax 1971). Scores of articles have been devoted to the precarious nature of becoming 

initially involved with individuals in the field and developing specific role(s) within 

unfamiliar social group(s). In Sugden's (1997) extended investigation of a boxing 

subculture in England, he discusses the methodological and personal perils of becoming a 

participant observer within a group of boxers. Noting that his roles and relationships 

within the group continuously transformed in unexpected ways-placing him in 

awkward, uncomfortable, dangerous, or emotionally disturbing social situations-he 

suggests that becoming a member of a scene in order to study it sociologically is, 

nonetheless, the most productive method for gathering, analysing, and (re)interpreting 

data on lived experience. Similarly, in Mazer's (1998) account of the professional 

wrestling circuit in the United States, she comments on some of the interpersonal tensions 

associated with becoming involved in participant observation. For instance, she recounts 

her inhibitions about climbing into the ring with the wrestlers during training sessions, 

and discusses the impact of her reluctance on their acceptance of her in their gyms. 

Implying that her relationships with the professional wrestlers may have been strained by 

her unwillingness to ''try outy' wrestling moves with them, she notes that keeping a role 

distance in participant observation carries implications in the process of data collection. 

As a key element in grasping how intersubjective meanings are formed in the 

practice of social interaction, then, participant observers attend to the processes by which 

individuals interpret and understand social interaction. Instead of attaching pre-figured 

theoretical assumptions to social interaction-and then searching for empirical data to 

support these assumptions-participant observers are principally concerned with 

exploring the interpretations of reality made by individuals in everyday life. Donnelly's 

(1980, 1981, 1988) and Donnelly & K. Young's (1988) research on rock-climbing 

illustrates the importance of attending to how individuals learn and promote definitions of 

reality within a social setting on an ongoing basis. For instance, they draw attention to the 



manners by which rock-climbers learn how to collectively interpret one another's level of 

experience with the activity. In a related way, through the study of youth involved at a 

recreation centre in Hamilton, Ontario, Wilson (1999) underscores the importance of 

understanding how individuals attribute meaning to interaction in basketball games. 

Wilson (1999) reveals how the youth involved in "midnight basketball games" define the 

activity as an escape fiom the dangers of the inner-city streets. Using their own terms and 

constructions, he shows how youth assign meaning to the activity based on the 

underlying philosophy/spirit attributed to the games (i.e., non-competition), the context in 

which the activity takes place (i.e., the recreation centre), and the degree to which the 

game allows participants to "avoid" the trappings of urban street life (i.e., gangs and 

violence). 

Another general characteristic of participant observation is the flexibility of the 

approach. Participant observation is simply not a single method, but a house of inter- 

related and complimentary techniques--each with specific purposes, uses, and goals 

within the research process. In what I hold to be one of the most comprehensive 

overviews of participant observation, Willis (1980, p.94) describes a cluster of nine basic 

strategies employed by participant observers: 1) participation; 2) observation; 3) 

participation as observer; 4) observation as participant; 5) just 'being around'; 6) group 

discussion; 7) recorded group discussion; 8) unfocused interviews; and, 9) recorded 

unfocused interviews. Although researchers eventually come to rely on several of these 

methods over others, having a degree of methodological latitude to search out and gather 

various forms of data is a primary strength of participant observation, since participant 

observers frequently reformulate what is problematic. Allowing the emergent data to 

"talk back" or "surprise" (Willis 1980) researchers, participant observation-based studies 

embrace opportunities to reconfigure the focus of investigation. While guided by an 

original interest in examining social processes A, B, and C within a particular social 

setting, participant observers typically become interested in investigating social processes 

D, E, and F through the research. 

As an example, I point to my own participant observation research on ticket 

scalpers in Canada (M. Atkinson 1997, 2000% 2000b). The original study was designed 

to explore how scalpers acquire their tickets. Soon after the research process began, I 



became aware of a series of social processes involved in the scalping trade (i.e., how an 

individual becomes a scalper, how agents of social control are managed, or how media 

construct images of the ticket scalping business). The scope and focus of the investigation 

eventually shifted, resulting in a more comprehensive examination of the practice. 

In pursuing what Blumer (1969) termed an "intimate familiarity" of others, then, 

participant observers realise that one simply cannot grasp the form, content, meaning, and 

reality of social interaction within specific contexts over a short period of time. To forge 

an understanding of the perspectives held by, activities common among, identities formed 

within, relationships forged between, and commitments made by individuals in a 

particular setting (Prus 1989), researchers must "hang around" (Shaffir 1999) in a setting 

for an extended period of time. Thus, Whyte (1943) cannot give such a vivid, complex, 

and vibrant account of life in C o r n e ~ l l e  without locating and living among individuals 

such as "Doc" and his associates. Liebow's (1967) classic account of the Cany-out shop 

at Tally's comer would never exist if he did not mingle with the inhabitants of the 

neighbourhood. While these tales of everyday life are now condemned by postmodernists 

as overly naturalist, realist, or romanticised (Gubrium & Holstein 1997), they highhght 

the importance of '"being there" for extended periods of time in the process of attending 

to how meaning is attributed to interaction in specific social contexts. 

In sum, participant observation places the researcher in the middle of social 

interaction-not solely in the mind, spirit, or heart of the researcher, but in actual 

presence. The participant observer is not preoccupied with (yet not ignorant of) the 

methodological, theoretical, and representational consequences of one's own personal 

experiences in the field. Participant observation centres not on the researcher's voyage 

through "me-search," but rather the exploration of the thoughts, emotions, actions, and 

patterns of behaviour of others. Zeroing in on the ways in which realities are constructed, 

how meaning is shared through interaction, and how culture is created and experienced in 

everyday life, participant observers address the ways in which human interchange occurs 

through fluid and perceptible processes over time. Eschewing the idea that social 

interaction is best studied via impersonal or otherwise completely detached methods, 

participant observers venture into the life-worlds of others so that first-hand accounts of 

others may be attained. 



Participant Observation in Question: Postmodernist Issues and Controversies 

In the wake of postmodemist, post-structuralist, and feminist critiques of the dominant 

methods of inquiry in the social sciences (cf. Clifford & Marcus 1986; Lynch & Woolgar 

1990; Potter 1988; D. Smith 1987; Van Maanen 1988), Rosneau (1992) argues that the 

very possibility of rendering accurate (i.e., absolute, objective, or definite) accounts of 

the social world is suspect. Doubting the ability of sociologists (particularly participant 

observers) to produce naturalist portraits of the world-as we only construct biased 

readings or interpretations of it-Rosneau (1992) posits that the author-ity of the 

sociologist as a mediator between lived experience and representations of it must be 

critically interrogated. In essence, Gubrium & Holstein (1997) acknowledge and reaflirm 

Rosneau's position through their discussion of the "lived border" between reality and its 

representation. Resembling Clough's (1992) critical assessment of Blumer's ideas about 

lifting the veils of the social world through participant observation (1969, p. 40), 

postmodernist ethnographers (e.g., Behar 1996, 1999; Behar & Gordon 1995; Denzin 

1993, 1997; Ellis & Bochner 1996; Seidman 1994), maintain that traditional participant 

observation-based forays into the social world irrevocably uphold highly romanticised 

and untenable beliefs about researchers' abilities to accurately describe obdurate social 

realities. 

A sizable portion of the postmodemist filibuster about reality and representation 

revolves around the idea that in writing about social life an author can only present one 

conceptualisation of reality. Just as reality is unanchored and fluid in the postmodern era, 

any reality represented in participant observation-based texts are merely stories with no 

objective point of reference. Thus, we are never taken "there," shown the interaction 

occurring there, or learn about the actors who live there. Instead, we are presented with 

ethnographic cinema (Denzin 1991, 1997), decoded and rearranged by a researcher in the 

process of representation (cf. Van Maanen 1995). If social worlds are nothing more than 

fleeting arrangements of signs (Baudriallard 1983; Lyotard 1984), sociologists provide 

preferred readings (S. Hall 1980) of the ways in which signs are produced, displayed, and 

interpreted. Focusing on the ways in which discourse shapes and mediates lived 

experience vis-i-vis signs (Baudrillard 1983; Foucault 1977, 1979; Lakoff 1990; L. 

Miller 2000; Potter 1996; Shotter 1993; Van Dijk 1993), postmodernists contend that 



social researchers must adopt a hyper-reflexive standpoint-becoming preoccupied with 

the ways in which ethnographers authoritatively construct the realities portrayed in texts 

(Gans 1999; Hammersley 1992, 1999). With an underlying acceptance that there can be, 

in fact, neither true nor false accounts of the social world-only politically charged and 

value-laden readings of discourses and signs-postmodernists advance an argument 

which is predicated upon the relative abandonment of obdurate reality. 

As a result of these epistemological and ontological positions, postmodernist 

suggestions for conducting social research are generally less than promising for those 

concerned with gathering actual empirical data. Without clearly specifling techniques for 

data collection, interpretation, or textual construction, postmodernists are methodologists 

without discernable methods. Arguing that the canons of the scientific method are 

needlessly masculinist, detached, and naturalistic, postmodernists propose a wide range 

of non-mainstream methodological practices. Displacing participant observation-based 

research with personal opinions, impassioned literatures, existential confessions, and 

textual readings, postmodernists are liberated from actually having to witness, or 

experience social life as part of the research process. Recent suggestions for innovative 

methods focus on collecting stories, fictions, or tales about lived experience in the 

process of doing social investigation. Richardson writes: 

Writing stories-including text, hypertext, dialogue, drawings, dances, 

and so forth-are narratives about the contexts in which the ethnography 

is produced. They situate one's writing in other parts of one's life such as 

disciplinary constraints, academic debates, departmental politics, social 

movements, community structures, research interests, familial ties, and 

personal history and longings.. .They evoke new questions about the self 

and the subject; they remind us that our work is grounded, contextual, and 

rhizomatic. They evoke deep parts of the self, heal wounds, enhance one's 

sense of identity. They help demystify the ethnographic process for the 

upcoming generations of ethnographers. And they nest the projects 

ethically (1999, p.665). 

By pursuing alternative ways of knowing and representing personal biographies, spaces 

are opened up to tell stories about social existence. The stories are purposefully presented 



through non-academic textual structures and styles. Since energies are directed toward 

achieving "higher utopian goals" (Denzi. 1999, p.513), rigorous and empirically-based 

methodologies become secondary in producing these stories and discourses. 

Although I appreciate the methodological issues raised by postmodernist lines of 

thinking (i.e., the shifting and negotiated nature of reality and the author's role in 

representation), many postmodernist research strategies pose more contradictions and 

inconsistencies for methodologists than they alleviate crises of representation (cf. Karp 

1999; Stoller 1999). According to my own reading of postmodernist arguments, by 

disclosing our own biases and preferences in representational practices, we apparently 

escape the trappings of modernist truth-claims. Yet, on these very grounds, 

postmodernists grasp the opportunity to assert their own political and moral positions as 

reality or "truth"-not in accordance with voices heard in the field, but in terms of pre- 

figured ideologies and values brought to the investigation. Since an obdurate reality does 

not exist, sociologists are h e  to promulgate any reading of social interaction deemed fit 

as long as one is open and honest (or in the current vernacular, "reflexive") about one's 

reading of reality. Hence, no social theories, empirical methods, or subsequent accounts 

of the world are more valuableheneficiallprivileged than others. 

But are postmodernist accounts (which extol the virtues of polyvocality, multiple 

perspectives, and suppressed voices) actually depicted as non-privileged readings of 
reality? Even the most cursory examinations of these texts suggests that they contain a 

high degree of claims-making about the fixed reality of social life. While authors such as 

Behar (1999), Seidman (1991, 1994) and Richardson (1990, 1991, 1992), claim that 

postmodernist social analyses produce stories that carry moral and political significance, 

the realities painted are laden with unmistakable truth-claims about social structures, 

economic deprivation, political dismchisement,  interpersonal violence, alienation, 

and cultural struggle. Simply because these claims are politically-charged or cany 

moralist undertones (purported to encourage positive social action) makes them no less 

subject to the very criticisms launched by postmodernists; mainly, that sociologists 

construct biased and authoritarian versions of social reality (cf. Fine 1999; Gubrium & 

Holstein 1997). Oppression, marginalisation, and alienation are not simply linguistic 

signs in these texts (although theorised and studied as such), but real social and material 



manifestations of structural inequality and cultural injustices-whether or not the subjects 

themselves articulate their lived experiences as such. In the end, the postmodernist goal 

appears to the supplanting of White, middle-class, or masculinist readings of reality with 

liberating feminist, queer, or racially sensitive versions of reality-a rather curious idea if 

we believe that the postmodern self is no longer anchored by gender, race, class, or 

sexuality (cf. D m  1998). 

The extent to which all social texts make realist truth-claims about the world, 

then, is a point which seems to be overlooked (or underplayed) by researchers committed 

to the exploration of subjugated, non-modernist, alternative, feminist, or postmodernist 

voices. To be sure, certain voices in sociological texts have been heretofore privileged 

over others. The recent explosion of "silenced" narratives in ethnographic texts should be 

lauded as a means of stimulating theoretical and conceptual development. We must 

remember, though, if we are to investigate and present alternative voices, they must be 

allowed to speak for themselves. In walking the "lived border" (Gubrium & Holstein 

1997) between reality and representation, sociologists should not take complete liberty 

with narratives. Plainly stated, we should not create texts fiom interviews, observation, or 

content analyses and drive them into sociological theories to achieve pre-determined 

political goals. Although "testing" theory through empirical analyses unfortunately seems 

to be a practice of the past, fitting data into theory to promulgate one's own 

understanding of reality is disrespectful to the lived experiences of others and egregiously 

authoritarian in itself. 

In sum, postmodernist criticisms (direct and indirect) of the more classic forms of 

participant observation hinge upon an interest in exploring alternative ways of both 

knowing and writing about lived experience. Founded upon the desire to give voice to 

individuals neglected by the modernist machine, postmodemists predominantly eschew 

mainstay sociological manners of interpreting and discussing social interaction. 

Exploring innovative ways for gathering and representing narratives, textual accounts of 

the social world become political manifestos, moral lectures, existential excursions, and 

catalysts of catharsis. Questioning and eventually abandoning the possibility of 

intersubjective truth and obdurate reality, the overriding goals of postmodernist 



ethnographies appear to be expressive and emotional storytelling, artistic creation, and 

methodological gerrymandering. As Fine comments: 

The literary excesses, the persistent questioning of truths and authority, 

and the belief that any causal observation is as adequate as labour- 

intensive understandings of communities will lose their appeal among 

those destined to make lasting contributions. Ultimately, the goal of social 

science depends on a shared confidence in our ability to learn about the 

world through careful and detailed observation (1999, p.538). 

Thus, while postmodernists have made a methodological mark upon sociology, others are 

currently calling sociologists to return to more traditional research methodologies such as 

participant observation. 

Modem Participant Observation in the Postmodern Era 

Of late, defenders of participant observation have debunked the majority of 

epistemological and ontological claims made by postmodernists (cf Prus 1997; Dawson 

& Prus 1993, 1995). Dissatisfied with the postmodernist escape into non-empiricism, 

discourse, and preoccupation with researchers' own thoughts and feelings about the 

world, some sociologists argue that we need to return to methodologies which inspect 

interaction as it occurs in "everyday life" (P. Atkinson 1990, 1992; Best 1995; Fine 1999; 

Karp 1999; S h a h  1993). G a d  comments on participant observation are worth quoting 

at some length here: 

Participant observation is still my preferred method. I also consider it the 

most scientific because it is the only one that gets close to people. Zn 

addition, it allows researchers to observe what people do, while all other 

empirical methods are limited to reporting what people say about what 

they do ... The methodological writings [in the current era] are 

supplemented by theoretical, and ideological, tracts about reflexivity and 

related fonns of self-knowledge, too many of which proceed fiom the 

assumption that they are recent discoveries and ignore that PO has always 

required reflexivity, or else researchers would lose the rapport without 

which the researcher cannot proceed.. .Instead of studying society, some 



of ethnography's work is devoted to inventing new moral discourses and 

establishing new research ethics, as well as reporting personal injustice 

and personal aspects of social injustice and obtaining catharsis and therapy 

for both researcher and readers.. .The main shortcoming of this 

[postmodernist] kind of ethnography remains its abdication of sociology's 

roles in, and responsibilities for, helping people understand their society. 

The sociologists responsible may also be hurting themselves, for the 

vacuums they leave will be picked up by pop sociologists, journalists, 

anthropologists, and others (1999, pp.540-543). 

Rather than refuting the issues and controversies raised by postmodernists 

outright, I find that a more methodologically stimulating approach is found by 

incorporating some postmodernist suggestions for engaging with and writing about the 

social world into participant observation-baed studies--or what Hammersley (1999) 

refers to as "building a better boat." While these incorporations and co-options may not 

amount to mything more than a heightened sensitivity toward practices of data collection 

and representation, the key here is to poach the most methodologically stimulating and 

hiitfbl of postmodernist ideas into active empirical research. 

I remember sitting in a graduate class discussing the process of representation in 

ethnography. The instructor of the course, and devoted postmodernist, Graham Knight 
commented that whichever research method one adopts, one eventually produces a 

textual account of the world. Whether we churn out statistics, interview transcripts, field 

notes, media clips, or video-taped performances, we produce tabular, graphic, written, or 

visual texts about life. In this process, we choose which texts to gather, what 'stories' 

these texts contain, and how the texts are shown to others (via their structures of 

presentation). Of course, in participant observation-based research we gather and present 

our data as stories, understood through the lens of social theory. As postmodemists 

astutely point out, though, sociologists often fail to interrogate why and how these stories 

or "tales fiom the field" (Van Maanen 1988) find their way onto sociological pages. In 

the process of understanding how knowledge about the world is assembled in(to) 

sociological texts, postmodernists have understandably focused on why specific 

narratives are drawn upon in producing accounts of social life. 



Over the past twenty years, sociologists (including participant observers) have 

increasingly come to describe stories about lived experience as narratives-stories told 

by individuals and recounted by researchers through languages that actively create and 

portray realities (cf. J. Miller & Glassner 1998; L. Miller 2000). Narratives are not to be 

treated as uncontestable, impregnable, or ultimate accounts of the world, but rather 

situated, subjective, and negotiated renderings of experience. The narratives sociologists 

present are contrived and privileged since they are collected in specific contexts of 

interaction (based upon the relationships cultivated between researchers and their 

participants), become rearranged by the tenets of social theories, and are assembled as a 

sociological account of the world (i.e., with specific formats for writing and analysis). 

The participant observer goes to specific places to interact with people, develops 

particular roles within the setting, conceptually interprets the emergent field data, and 

fiames the data into cohesive and coherent texts. Participant observers, then, play a 

fundamentally active role (cf. Gubrium & Holstein 1997) in creating knowledge about 

the social world since they pose substantive questions about experiences to individuals, 

encourage people to think about their experiences in specific ways, formulate 

sociological understandings of what people are doing as social interaction, and suggest 

how people attribute meaning to social interaction. 

The importance of recognising how narratives are constructed (by both 
participants and researchers) lies in the manner by which sociologists are encouraged to 

inspect a broad range of ways experience is articulated. Heeding Stuart Hall's (1980) 

understanding of the ways in which personal stories about experience are encoded and 

decoded by individuals, I consider the goal of participant observation to be the search for 

and analysis of dominant, preferred, negotiated, marginalized, and suppressed narratives 

. in specific contexts, scenes, or life-worlds. There are many narratives in social settings, 

each reflecting the positions, experiences, and interpretations of the storytellers 

comprising the settings. This is especially important to aclaowledge in participant 

observation-based research as participant observers literally place themselves in the 

middle of these settings, noting the process by which narratives are discursively formed 

and how they crystallise into interpretive resources (Gubrium & Holstein 1997, 1999) 

over time. 



Finally, the postmodernist interest in reflexivity highhghts how researchers' own 

thoughts, feelings, and experiences figure prominently into the presentation of empirical 

findings (i-e., in the process of representing the lived experiences of others). Troublingly, 

though, the term "reflexivity" has become synonymous with hyper self-reflection. 

Sociologists are directed away from the critical inspection of research strategies and 

modes of analysis to the ways in which investigators are personally affected (e.g., 

emotionally, spirituality, socially, or politically) by the research act. Abandoning the 

practice of reflexivity advocated by the early participant observers at the University of 

Chicago in the 1930s (e.g., Sutherland, Park, Thrasher, and Burgess) and 

sociologistslethnographers on both sides of the Atlantic for the next six decades, the 

recent fascination with reflexivity tends to focus on how the sociologist is transformed 

through the research act. 

However, the current interest in reflexivity draws our attention to the importance 

of divulging our own roles, thoughts, and feelings about research practices. This could 

not be more crucial in participant observation-based research since we directly engage 

with others in the field and then purport to be able to produce sociological accounts of 

others' practices-as noted in many of the most renowned participant observation-based 

studies (e.g., N. Anderson 1923; Becker et al. 1961; Polsky 1967; Sutherland 1937; 

Whyte 1943). In order to provide more honest, replicable, and contestable sociological 

accounts, participant observers must discuss how, when, and why our conclusions about 

others' lived experiences are formed. By disclosing the details of our data collection 

strategies and methods of interpretation, we open up the possibility for critical debate 

regarding our findings. Whether or not this jibes well with the principles of representation 

espoused by postmodernists (i.e., that my reading of reality is subject to countless 

deconstruction) is unimportant-since in practice, postmodernists themselves invariably 

violate these beliefs and dictums about representation by writing deeply authoritarian, 

claims-making, and totalising accounts about the social world. While we may become 

lost in the excesses of reflexivity, all texts produced should not be blindly accepted for 

their aesthetic, political, moral, ethical, or emotional merit. Even though Denzin (1993, 

1997) and his followers (including Clough, Fontana, McCall, and Richardson) might find 

solace in conceptualising social life as cinema that cannot be scrutinised by scientific or 



methodological canons (including procedures for engaging in reflexivity), we must 

remember that even movies have critics who base their evaluations on commonly-held 

standards and criteria. 

Setting 

To date, I have studied tattooing in several North American cities including Halifax (NS), 

Hamilton (ON), Vancouver (BC), Victoria (BC), London (ON), Kitchener-Waterloo 

(ON), Las Vegas (NV), San Francisco (CA), and New York 0. I have spent over four 

hundred hours ''hanging out" (Willis 1978) with artists and their clients in tattoo shops in 

these cities, discussing a full range of "tattoo experiences." With this noted, the cities of 

Calgary and Toronto were the two main sites of data collection for this research (even 

more specifically, the former). 

Covering 5,083 square kilometres, the metropolitan Calgary area has a population 

of over 933,700 (accounting for approximately 35% of Alberta's total population). A 

prosperous city located in the south of a province experiencing a boom in most facets of 

its economy, Calgary continues to expand rapidly in almost every conceivable manner. 

With a consistent population growth rate of 10% throughout the 1990s, and as one of the 

only major cities in Canada to experience a net gain in inter-provincial migration in the 

past five years, Calgary is one of the fastest growing metropolitan areas in Canada. The 

city is becoming more ethnically diverse, with growing Chinese, Japanese, Afko- 

Canadian, and West Asian communities. The growing diversity of the city is further 

evidenced by the fact that 20.1% of Calgarians speak a language other than English as 

their mother tongue (Statistics Canada 2001). 

The metropolitan Toronto area contains a population of over four times the size of 

Calgary's (4,680,3000) and almost twice that of Alberta's total population. Spanning 

5,868 square kilometres, the metropolitan Toronto area holds 39.64% of Ontario's total 

population. Toronto continues to expand its borders-with spatial boundaries between 

the metro area and satellite cities such as Mississauga, Erin Mills, Oakville, Burlington 

and Etobicoke quickly eroding. With a similar population growth rate to Calgary (1 0% in 

the last ten years), Toronto is a major economic, cultural, and political centre in Canada. 

The city is considerably more ethnically diverse than Calgary, with prominent Chinese, 



Japanese, Vietnamese, Afiican-Canadian, and Pakistanihdian communities. In 

comparison to Calgary, 26.6% of Torontonians speak a language other than English as 

their mother tongue (Statistics Canada 2001). 

The unemployment rate in Calgary hovers at 7%, and participation in the labour 

force holds steady at 74% of the population. With an average age of 33.6 years (with 

78.4% the population over the age of fifteen), Calgary has a relatively young and stable 

urban workforce. Calgary is a predominantly middlehpper-class city, with 77.3% of the 

population working in white-collar or clerical occupations as defined by Blishen's (1967) 

socio-economic scale--with an average income of $28,963 (Statistics Canada 2001). 

Calgarians are also a relatively well-educated group. Twenty-three percent of Calgarians 

have completed a university degree, and 76.3% have completed a high school diploma or 

at least one year of university education (with only 6.2% possessing less than a grade 

nine level of education). 

The unemployment rate in Toronto is slightly higher than in Calgary (9.1%), and 

participation in the labour force is correspondingly lower (67.2%). The average age of 

Torontonians is 35.2 years, with 79.8% of the population over fifteen years of age 

(Statistics Canada 2001). Metropolitan Toronto is similarly a "middle-class" city 

(containing, though, a sizable blue-collar workforce), with 70.3% of the labour force 

working in white-collar/clerical occupations (resulting in an average income of $28,980). 

As a group, Torontonians posses a level of education slightly lower than the national 

average. Twenty-one percent have completed a university degree, 71% have completed a 

high school diploma or at least one year of university education (with 12% possessing 

less than a grade nine level of education). 

In sum, the cities exhibit several socio-demographic similarities and differences. 

Although no criteria were used to determine which cities in Canada would serve as 

"ideal" locations for the study, these characteristics are worth noting nonetheless. 

Inferences about the significance these characteristics on tattooing practices should 

remain minimal, but such descriptors are useful in providing a more well-rounded 

backdrop to the research. 

Tattoo Studios in Calgary 



Prior to 1990, only one "recognised" tattoo studio existed in the city of Calgary. 

Established in 1978 near the local military base, the studio stood as the lone supplier of 

tattoos in Calgary. While novice or professionally unconnected tattoo artists operated out 

of basements, apartments, or other dwellings, the only well-known studio in the city was 

Happy Sailor. In 2001 there are eleven tattoo studios in the city, varying in location 

across the area, number of artists employed in the studios, and the clientele sought after 

or serviced by the artists. 

For the most part, the older tattoo studios in Calgary are located near industrial or 

traditionally working-class areas (e.g., the north east sector, the Bowness area, or along 

the segment of 1 6 ~  avenue splicing the north section of the city). Situated beside liquor 

stores, pool halls, pawn shops, convenience stores, garages, or fast-food restaurants, these 

tattoo studios resemble the classic American tattoo parlours of the 1950s and 1960s. 

Inexpensive rental rates make these districts attractive for shop owners, but this is offset 

by the low flow of pedestrian traffic in the areas-limiting the amount of walk-ins 

entering the shop on a daily basis. In contrast, the newest tattoo studios in Calgary are 

located in the city's core--particularly, in the fashion and entertainment districts (e.g., 

Kensington Road, 1 7 ~  Avenue, and MacLeod Trail south). Conforming with more recent 

trends in the history of tattooing (T. Cohen 2000), these studios are cropping up where 

young, urban, middle-class groups congregate. Located beside clothing boutiques, 

upscale restaurants, snowboard and skateboard shops, hair salons, bookstores, and martini 

bars, the most sought after locations for tattoo studios are those which afford a high 

degree of visibility, a high level of pedestrian traffic, and close proximity to hoards of 

middle-class urbanites. 

Tattoo studios in Calgary employ anywhere fkom one to seven artists (not 

including piercing artists who work in the studios). The mean number of artists employed 

in tattoo studios in Calgary is two. Generally, one artist owns and operates the studio, 

hiring other artist(s) to handle the smaller and less-complicated work. Keeping the 

numbers low within the tattoo studio creates a scenario in which one or two artists 

become associated with the studio, and allowing for a substantial amount of 

administrative and creative fieedom. However, since tattoo shops in Calgary service an 



average of eight to twelve clients per day, two or three artists working in tandem proves 

to be an efficient and effective way of maintaining and managing a stable client flow. 

Tattoo artists in Calgary describe their clientele as surprisingly diverse. In each of 

the studios, tattoo artists encounter a melange of individuals, including ex-convicts, 

student radicals, military personnel, gay rights activists, doctors, musicians, models, 

bartenders, lawyers, homeless youth, politicians, middle-managers, gas station attendants, 

and strippers. However, certain types of tattoo studios in Calgary tend to be fiequented 

by particular clienteles. For example, tattoo shops located in the urban periphery and 

industrial areas are common hang-outs for working-class men, motorcyclists, people 

under the age of eighteen (i.e., since the artists in these studios rarely question the age of 

their clients), and those involved in criminal enterprises. In these shops artists generally 

tattoo any image asked for by a client, and will tattoo practically any location on the 

body. Accordingly, the shops cany a local stereotype of a "tough shop" or a "biker 

outfit." Artists employed by these shops specialise in tattoo styles and motifs (e.g., 

navylcarnival, deatlddemonic, fantasy, and fine-line) associated with the more 

disreputable tattooing traditions, and subsequently cater to a certain "class" of client- 

caricatures of the tough, macho, aggressive male or the promiscuous or immoral female. 

These shops are deliberately avoided by middle-class clients, as the atmosphere of the 

shop (created by the setting, the artists, and the clients) is deemed unsavoury. 

On the other hand, the tattoo studios near the downtown core attract more 

artistically discerning middle-class clients. Charging significantly higher prices ($120- 

200 per hour in comparison to $50-100 per hour in other studios), the studios within the 

urban core are more upscale, refined, and artistically-inclined establishments 

(specialising in any number of tattoo styles or "custom" techniques). Clients frequenting 

the more middle-class studios range in age from eighteen to sixty-five, and include more 

female than male clients in ratios exceeding 3:l at some studios. With emphases on 

mutual respect, creative exploration, and artistic integrity these studios are the more 

"fiiendly" alternatives in the business. For those new to the tattooing process, they appear 

as unthreatening, non-intimidating, and safe environments in which to be tattooed. 

The business of tattooing in Calgary has blossomed from an industry dominated 

by one (and then only a handful) of tattoo studios into an open, diverse, and booming 



market. Tattoo studios in Calgary are more numerous, visible, and specialised than ever 

before. As the demand for tattoos has increased, the division of labour within the business 

has become more complex. There is room (in both economic and spatial terms) for many 

tattoo artists in the city. A practice previously kept on the margins of the metropolitan 

area, tattooing has now infiltrated its way into the popular culture of the city. 

Tattoo Studios in Toronto 

Tattoo studios in Toronto are considerably more established and diverse than their 

Calgary counterparts. Of the nineteen tattoo studios within metropolitan Toronto, seven 

have been in operation for more than ten years. The studios are spread across the 

sprawling metro area, located in the downtown fashion and consumer districts (e.g., 

Younge Street south, College Street, Queen Street east and west, and Bloor Street), 

alternative lifestyle districts (Church Street and Jarvis Street), or semi-industrial areas 

(e.g., Keele Street and Dufferin Avenue). In recent years, studios have sprung up in the 

downtown core alongside studios that have been in operation for twenty years or more. 

Interestingly, it seems that more studios are opening toward the outskirts of the urban 

centre. Moving to affluent neighbourhoods, these studios are pursuing what DeMello 

(2000) refers to as the "middle-class client." Of the nineteen studios I frequented, twelve 

are located in the immediate downtown area, three in the alternative lifestyle districts, 

and four toward the edge of the downtown area. 

Tattoo studios in Toronto are incredibly eclectic. There are four or five classic 

parlours in the downtown area which service motorcyclists, drug dealers, gang members, 

and other marginal individuals. As some of the longest operating shops in the city, clients 

are attracted to these settings precisely because they emit an aura of non-conventionality. 

These tattoo shops continue to be the hang-outs, meeting places, and in some cases, the 

clubhouses for nefarious subcultures. The shops tend to be hidden fiom plain view (i.e., 

down alleyways or in the basements of buildings), and are laden with exterior and interior 

decorations which connote aggression and hyper-masculinity (e.g., skulls and daggers, 

motorcycle club insignias, and specific sets of "Traditional" tattoo flash). These shops, 

however, seem to be the last of the dinosaurs in Toronto-the few remaining classic 

parlours £tom the golden era of tattooing in North America. The niche these shops have 



carved out seems to remain in tact nonetheless. Holding firm to the idea that the "tattoo 

parlour" is a setting where like-minded deviants may congregate and revel in their 

dislocation from mainstream culture, the few remaining classic parlours in Toronto 

continue to attract a loyal clientele. 

The modern studios are stark contrasts to the "old school" parlours in Toronto. 

Situated next to haute couture salons and boutiques, second-hand clothing stores, 

exclusive restaurants, grocery stores, music stores, and laundromats, the clear majority of 

Toronto's tattoo studios are positioned in the heart of the downtown scene. Cleverly 

placed in the highest traffic areas of popular downtown shopping districts (e.g., Queen 

Street east, The Beaches, and Younge Street), these tattoo studios are everyday 

institutions in Toronto's urban culture. These studios are frequented by a mix of 

individuals, h m  homeless street youth to corporate executives. The artistic nature of 

tattooing is almost universally stressed by the artists in these shops, as is the importance 

of quality tattoo art. The interior of the shops are designed using a multitude of decorative 

styles, but most studios struggle to tap into and reinvigorate the feel of the classic 

parlours in (post)modern ways. Hot-rod flames painted on the outside and inside of the 

studio, checkerboard tiling on the floors, pictures of pin-up girls on the walls, pool tables 

in the lobby, and other "Rockabilly" motifs are juxtaposed against contemporary 

c'techno" or "heavy metal" music played over loudspeakers, high-tech equipment in the 

front areas (i.e., fax machines, copying equipment, and sterilisation technologies), and 

post/modem furniture made from chromelsteel, leather, or Rubbemaid plastic. The 

nefarious "traditions" of tattooing in North America are cleverly drawn upon through 

physical props, but this is carefully managed and muted so that clients do not entirely 

associate the studio with a stereotypical tattoo parlour. 

A smaller category of tattoo studios in Toronto (three in total) includes the most 

exclusive and esoteric shops in the metropolitan area. Located in alternative lifestyle 

(e.g., gay and lesbian) districts in Toronto, these studios are marketed toward specific 

tattoo enthusiasts such as the Modern Primitives (M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001; 

Rosenblatt 1997; Vale & Juno 1989). For the most part, these studios service the "high 

end" tattoo client-the individual unimpressed by and uncomfortable with tattoo parlours 

in the downtown area. To this end, these studios resemble a cross between a fine art 



gallery, museum, and physician's office. Walls are often covered with black and white 

still photographs or other pieces of art, plush furniture fills the waiting rooms, classical or 

new-age music is played on expensive sound systems, and receptionists greet prospective 

clients. 

The underlying ideology in the current era of tattooing in both Calgary and 

Toronto seems to be, then, inclusiveness rather than exclusiveness. In competitive 

markets, tattoo artists cannot afford to dismiss particular clients or their tattooing 

interests. Finding a niche or narrow client base may prove profitable for some outfits (i.e., 

the old-school parlours or high-end studios), but the majority of tattoo studios in the city 

stress that, "if you can think it up, we can do it." The market is ultimately consumer- 

driven, and tattooing practices are largely influenced (and in some cases, dictated) by 

clients' tastes and preferences. Without question, each studio wields an enormous amount 

of agency in constructing a unique identity for the shop (i.e., the layout, artists employed, 

predominant tattoo styles, and dominant philosophies underlying tattooing in the studio), 

but this is negotiated and altered through interaction with clients. Simply put, the 

prosperous tattoo studios in Toronto are those which change with the times, interpreting 

and incorporating clients' tastes and preferences in daily tattooing practices. 

Becoming a Participant in Tattooing; 

On a cold Wednesday afternoon in January of 1998, I made my way to a small tattoo 

shop in Calgary. I was acquainted with several tattoo artists in Calgary, and had been 

tattooed on two different occasions in the city-so, I was not exactly a newcomer in the 

co~~munity. I had ventured to a handful of the shops in Calgary on different occasions, 

casing them out and speaking to tattoo artists about my own interests in tattooing. On this 

day, however, I entered the shop to meet an artist in the hope of securing him as a 

potential sponsor for my research. 

Aside the fiom loud music, images on the walls, or clients patiently waiting in 

anticipation in the lobby, the first thing I am always struck with when walking into a 

tattoo studio is the smell. It's a subtle yet overpowering blend of ink, antiseptic, and 

latex-and it is unmistakable. I remember walking into the studio Endurance on that 

January day and being hit with the smell like a slap to the face. It's a familiar smell to 



me, having spent much of my youth hanging around with fiends in tattoo parlours, and 

having endured the tattooing process on many occasions myself. 

On a previous visit to this studio I had briefly spoken with a tattoo artist named 

Jack. I knew that Wednesday was a typically slow work day for tattoo artists, and thought 

it would be an ideal time to re-introduce myself to him (i.e., business would be slow, and 

someone to talk to might be a refreshing break). With some nervousness I approached 

Jack, who was seated behind the reception desk, and asked him if he remembered me 

fiom my previous visits. He nodded in the affirmative and asked, "you wanted some of 

your family stuff [crest] done on your arms, right?" quickly confirmed the accuracy of 

his memory, and we began to talk about tattooing, his shop, and the tattooing scene in 

Calgary. I showed him some of my existing tattoo work, my own flesh-based business 

card. Showing your tattoo work to others (as I had learned fi-om tattoo artist fiends of 

mine in Toronto), is a means of immediately displaying your interest in the practice. In 

essence, it buys an individual a certain amount of street credibility or cultural capital 

among tattoo enthusiasts. Jack admired some of my work, and asked who had drawn the 

tattoos for me. I told him about each of the artists and after a brief period of small talk, 

eventually divulged my research interests to him. 

Jack immediately responded to my research program with enthusiasm. He could 

not believe that someone would want to (or would be allowed to) conduct research on 
tattooing for a doctoral dissertation. He rushed to the back room, and brought back an 

armful of articles, books, and historical pieces on tattooing in North America-some 

being very obscure, old, and invaluable. It was a veritable treasure-trove of information 

on the practice, and for about an hour and a half we poured through the texts discussing 

what each of us h e w  about the subject. We refrained fi-om entering into a great degree of 

personal disclosure in our discussion, but covered a long list of subjects related to 

tattooing. The conversation broke when a client came in for a tattoo, but I told Jack I 

would bring some of the academic materials on tattooing I had collected over the past 

five years, and he seemed eager to dive into what I had found. I left the studio feeling as 

if I had found a potential "in" for the research. Given Jack's apparent interest about by 

my research project, I immediately felt as if Endurance would be an ideal setting to 

launch the research. 



In the research process, a participant observer regularly makes personal, ethical, 

practical, and strategic methodological choices. In many ways, these choices begin with 

the selection of where and among whom the research is initiated. I chose Endurance 

because the shop is relatively small (employing three tattoo artists and one piercing 

artist), but well-known within the city. During my previous visits to the studio the artists 

seemed quite amiable and accommodating-answering questions and readily engaging 

with others. It is owned and partially funded by an individual who is not a tattoo artist 

(common in the current era), is located in a fashion district in Calgary, and has a 

stronglstable client base of young urbanites. It is a newer studio (in operation for three 

years) with a sizable lobby for individuals who wish to hang out before their 

appointments. Although I continued to cultivate contacts in other studios in Calgary and 

other urban areas (e-g., Toronto, Vancouver, and San Francisco), Endurance became the 

principal setting for the participant observation. 

The very first day in the field had a profound impact on the role I adopted in the 

research process. I knew I could enter and leave tattoo studios as a regular client, 

amassing a sizable number of tattoos as a way of studying the everyday practices of 

tattooing closely. Sitting or lying in a tattoo chair for hours on end could have been used 

as a means of interviewing tattoo artists, or serve as the basis of an extensive auto- 

ethnography of my own involvement in tattooing. But I sought a different role in this 

research, one that would facilitate an analysis of tattooing as a form of inter-personal 

interaction. The search for my role (along with the description of every minute detail of 

the studio) would become, during the first few weeks at the studio, the subject matter of 

the majority of my field notes-analysing how I fit into the scene and how I might secure 

an ongoing role there. After each day of interaction, I spent between three to six hours 

writing field notes, as fervently advocated by such champions of participant observation 

as Becker (1 WO), Blumer (1 969), Charmaz (1 994), and Prus (1996, 1997). 

Reflecting on my field notes, I noted the zealousness Jack showed toward reading 

academic research on tattooing. I thought this might be an ideal way to justify my 

presence in the studio, as a provider of outside material or references on the practice. 

Combining this role with another I brought to the research process (i.e., a tattoo 

enthusiast), I gained a relatively unproblernatic entrke into the setting. Making (at first) 



weekly visits to the shop to speak with Jack about the history of tattooing, I became 

somewhat of a regular at Endurance. Encouraging Jack to be a verifier and critic of 

academic knowledge on tattooing, I was able to establish my presence as normal within 

the shop. After a couple of months had passed, Jack and the other artists at Endurance 

collectively came to know me as Mike, "the guy who teaches up at the university." 

By April of 1999, I was travelling to the studio almost on a daily basis. Watching 

clients get tattooed, talking with the artists about the business of tattooing, &g 

errands to convenience stores to buy food or supplies for the shop, answering the phone 

when others were busy, and discussing how cultural anthropologists, psychologists, and 

other sociologists have studied tattooing, I spent hours in situ studying everyday life in 

the studio. Essentially, I was doing what the literature on participant observation suggests 

is a rudimentary technique for gaining an understanding of a social setting-simply 

hanging around (Shaffir 1999; Willis 1978,1980). 

Over this period, I used my experiences at Endurance to gain a sense of how the 

business of tattooing operates in Calgary. Comparing the emergent data with what I knew 

about the scene in Toronto, I began to ask Jack about other studios in the area, and the 

famous (and more infamous) artists at other studios across Canada. During this period I 

met scores of clients who had been tattooed across the city. Some I met on site at 

Endurance, and others I met through fiiends and acquaintances in Calgary. The time I 
spent at Endurance proved invaluable to my own understanding of what it is like to be 

involved in a tattoo studio on a daily basis, and I deeply appreciated being allowed to 

participate there. However, aRer a period of turmoil and dissention within the shop Jack 

left Endurance (and actually quit tattooing outright) and as a result, I no longer felt as 

comfortable in the setting. I spent less time in the studio as the weeks passed, and began 

to travel and to hang out in other studios in Calgary. Therefore, I needed to find another 

setting to continue my research efforts, and would find one through a tattoo enthusiast I 

met in the early stages of the research. 

A fiiend of mine had been tattooed at a studio in Calgary called Sacred Heart, and 

wanted to introduce me to the artist who had performed the work (named Patrick). Sacred 

Heart is a relatively new studio, specializing in custom tattoo work. Patrick apprenticed 

under some of the most famous tattoo artists in Canada, and is currently vying for the 



reputation of the premiere tattoo artist in the city. Taking this opportunity to foster 

another contact in the area, I met with Patrick and discussed my research. Using the 

technique I found helpful at Endurance, I slipped into the same role as I had previously 

with Jack-a provider of academic information on tattooing. Over the course of the next 

twelve months I developed a professional and personal friendship with Patrick, and 

found myself going to his studio to receive several tattoos. By this time, I was visiting his 

studio three to four times per week, hanging out and discussing the practice of tattooing 

with Patrick and his clients. To this day, I am a regular at Patrick's tattoo studio-as a 

client, fiend, and tattoo enthusiast. 

During this period, I travelled to Toronto on five separate occasions to spend time 

with a tattoo artist named Earl. I first met Earl in 1995 at a studio in downtown Toronto 

called Tattoo World. I have been tattooed by Earl several times, and as a result have 

developed a close fiendship with him. Over the course of my (usually week long) visits 

to the city, I spent four to eight hours each day with Earl (and his clients) at his studio 

discussing the art and business of tattooing in Toronto and around Canada. Each time I 

visited Earl and observed social interaction in his studio, I developed new conceptual 

understandings about the tattooing business, spoke with clients about their interests in the 

body project of tattooing, and gained a fuller appreciation of how definitions of tattooing 

vary across time and space. 

In sum, the processes of gaining access and securing a role in the tattoo scene 

proved neither arduous nor harrowing. I encountered very few roadblocks in the process 

of gaining entry, partly (I believe) due to the fact that I am an avid collector of tattoos and 

have knowledge about and experience with the practice. I was able to speak with artists 

about the history, current trends, and my own experiences with tattooing. To the artists, 

my sociological interest in the subject seemed to be complemented, if not wholly 

justified, by my personal fascination with tattooing. In this way, I mainly escaped being 

categorised a troublemaker or bothersome client within the setting who needed to be 

managed and dissuaded from ever returning. 

Over the better part of two and a half years, then, I "hung out" in tattoo studios 

across Canada and the United Sates. By interacting with artists and their clients I have 

gleaned a fuller and deeper understanding of tattooing. By watching, listening to, and 



participating in everyday life in the studios, I believe I have achieved a sense of how 

interaction unfolds in the setting. Rather than strictly relying on the description of daily 

experiences from insiders, hanging around tattoo studios allowed me to observe closely 

the here-and-now of everyday life in a tattoo studio. I learned the proverbial ropes of the 

social setting, became privy to insider information regarding business practices, 

witnessed some of the most banal and exciting moments in the lives of individuals 

involved in the setting, and was trusted with intimate stories about tattoo enthusiasts' 

lives. 

Casting Out Nets: Interviews and Sampling Strategies 

Early on in the course of the participant observation, I began to conduct interviews with 

tattoo artists and clients. To augment, expand, and inspect the data accumulated from the 

studios, I actively pursued tattoo enthusiasts for interview purposes. The interviews were 

intended to elicit narratives about tattooing experiences from individuals, in the quest of 

developing a grounded theoretical understanding of how and why individuals select 

tattooing as a body project. Using data from conversations and observations made in the 

studios as a template for constructing "loose" interview schedules and guides for directed 

conversation, I solicited both artists and clients for interviews. Almost without exception, 

individuals were surprised, willing, and eager to be included in an academic study of the 

practice. 

The term "interview" is as polysemic as the term ethnography. An "interview" 

may refer to any number of interactive contexts in which one person asks another 

questions and then represents the question-answer process through some form of aural, 

visual, or performance-based text. In this research, the interview strategy adopted closely 

followed the prescriptions for interviewing outlined by Glaser (1992, 1995), Glaser & 

Strauss (1967), Lofland & Lofland (1995), and Prus (1996byet simultaneously 

incorporated Gubrium & Holstein's (1997) suggestions for exploring and dissecting 

narratives through the active interviewing process. Since little is known about the actual 

forms and practices (i.e., meanings and styles) of tattooing in Canada, I required an 

interview strategy that would elicit free-ranging and highly descriptive responses fi-om 

individuals about their experiences with tattooing. Simply put, I needed an interview 



approach that would allow for a considerable amount of empirical exploration into how 

individuals decide to become tattooed, experience tattooing, and draw upon a series of 

"interpretive resources" (Gubrium & Holstein 1997, 1999) when creating narratives 

about their tattooing body projects. 

My task, therefore, became one of developing a "target" sample of respondents 

for the interviews. Given the recent diversification of the population of tattooees in 

Canada (M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001), I was faced with making another series of 

decisions in the data collection process. By the time I was ready to conduct interviews 

(i.e., after gaining a grounded understanding of tattoo studios and (re)formulating my 

interview schedules), I was aware that tattooees are a relatively heterogeneous group (see 

Chapter 2). Possessing, in many cases, nothing else in common other than an interest in 

modifying the body through tattooing, the individuals I encountered in the early stages of 

the research at the tattoo studios exhibited very few biographical similarities-save for 

the fact that the overwhelming majority were younger (19-24), White, women with very 

little previous experience in tattooing. Thus, the selection process would have been 

significantly more efficient and expeditious if some form of list containing the entire 

population of tattoo enthusiasts existed from which a sample could be drawn. 

Purposive or theoretical sampling (cf. Lofland & Lofland 1995), then, was the 

most appropriate sampling strategy for the research. While the sample of interviewees 

initially grew in the form of a convenience sample gathered at the tattoo studios 

Endurance, Sacred Heart, and Tattoo World. I eventually targeted several core categories 

of tattoo enthusiasts for interview purposes. For example, I wanted to include a balance 

of men and women in the theoretical sampling frame, individuals with different SES 

characteristics, and individuals possessing diverse sexual or lifestyle preferences. 

Furthermore, I sought tattoo enthusiasts with assorted levels of involvement in the 

practice; in reference to how long the person had been tattooed (i.e., in years), how many 

tattoos the person had acquired (i.e., total number), how many times the person had been 

tattooed (i.e., number of sittings or total number of horn), and how extensively the 

person had been tattooed (i.e., amount of skin covered by tattoos and locations of tattoos 

on the body). Throughout the participant observation stages of the research, I developed a 

working sense of how personal biographies and the extent of one's involvement in 



tattooing influence how meanings are attributed to tattoos over time. Therefore, I felt it 

necessary to utilise a multi-stage sampling strategy that would allow for a considerable 

amount of flexibility and exploration in the interviewing process so that emergent 

conceptual understandings of tattoos might be probed (cf. Glaser 1992; Lofland & 

Lofland 1995). At no time did the research transform into a hypothesis-driven task geared 

toward the confirmation of any theory-emergent or otherwise. Therefore, theoretical 

sampling remained best-suited for the study throughout its duration: 

Theoretical sampling, then, by providing constant direction to research, 

gives the sociologist momentum, purpose and confidence in the enterprise. 

He develops strong confidence in his categories, since they have emerged 

from the data and are constantly being selected and reformulated by them. 

The categories, therefore, will fit the data, be understood both to 

sociologists and to laymen who are knowledgeable in the area, and make 

the theory usable for theoretical advance as well as for practical 

application (Glaser & Strauss 1967, p.76). 

Interviewees were met in several different locations. The majority of interviewees 

(n=67) were met at tattoo studios in Calgary and Toronto. After introducing myself to 

clients in the studios and stating the purposes of my research, they were asked to 

participate in the study. Some of the clients were "regulars" within the studios while 

others were entirely new to the tattooing process. The rejection rate was modest 

(approximately 1 in every 5 persons were unwilling to be interviewed), with most artists 

and clients being overtly receptive toward the prospect of being interviewed about their 

tattoos-even though most had no prior experience with interviewing for any purposes 

other than employment. Interviewees (n=15) were also solicited through friendships 

fostered through extensive participation at the tattoo studios in Calgary (and to a lesser 

extent Toronto). To date, I have met several hundred tattoo enthusiasts in Canada, and 

thus I had access to a sizable pool of tattoo enthusiasts. A smaller number of interviewees 

(n=10) were met through fiendship networks at the University of Calgary. 



Background Characteristics of Tattoo Enthusiasts 

The number of interviews conducted for this research totalled ninety-two, including 

twenty-seven tattoo artists and sixty-five clients. The mean age of the artists interviewed 

was twenty-five, with an overall range in age from twenty to fifty-five. While men and 

women are more or less equally represented among tattoo enthusiasts in Canada (M. 

Atkinson & K. Young 2001), only four (15%) of the artists interviewed in this study were 

women (to date, I have only met ten female tattoo artists in Canada). Eighteen (67%) of 

the artists had working-class family backgrounds and nine (33%) had middle-class family 

backgrounds as measured by Blishen's (1967) socio-economic index for occupations in 

Canada. Twenty of the artists had completed a high school degree (74%), and four (15%) 

had received either a university degree or at least one year of university education. All of 

the artists interviewed were White, with the exception of one Asian-Canadian artist. 

Twenty of the artists (74%) were single at the time of the study, while three were 

married (1 1%) and four were divorced (15%). Two (7%) of the artists had one child, and 

three (11%) of the artists had two children. Although extant research indicates that the 

income derived fkom the business at tattooing has been modest in previous eras (T. 

Cohen, 2000; McCabe 1997; Sanders 1989; Steward 1990), the income of the artists 

interviewed in this study averaged fiom $500-3000 per week (charging anywhere from 

$75-300 per hour for their tattoo work). Artists ranged in their professional 

experience/ernployment in the business of tattooing from eight months to thty-five 

years, with a mean of six years. Furthermore, each of the artists interviewed had tattoos- 

varying in size, location, and amount of the body covered by the work. In all cases, the 

artists interviewed had at least seven tattoos (with the individual's arms the most 

common location). 

The majority of the artists at the time of the interview (n=23, 85%) had 

apprenticed in another tattoo studio or were apprenticing in a studio. While DeMello 

(2000) argues that the apprenticeship system in North American tattooing is crumbling, 

data collected in this research suggest the opposite (at least in Calgary and Toronto). 

Apprenticing at a studio under a more experienced, skilled, and savvy artist remains an 

integral contingency in becoming a professional tattoo artist. One significant difference 

is, however, that the artists typically no longer remain loyal to or employed by the stud10 



at which they apprenticed. Of the artists with apprenticeship experience, twenty-one 

(91%) worked at more than one tattoo studio in their careers as artists. 

The mean age of the clients interviewed was twenty-four, with an overall range in 

age fiom eighteen to fifty. Forty of the clients (62%) were women and twenty-five (38%) 

were men. Despite the long-standing association between tattooing and the working- 

class, only sixteen (25%) of the clients interviewed had working-class backgrounds- 

with forty-one (63%) located in the middle-class and eight in the upper-class (12%). 

Reflective, then, of more contemporary analyses of tattooing (M. Atkinson & K. Young 

2001; DeMello 2000; MiMin 1997; Vail 1999), there is a noticeable shift in the class 

composition of tattoo enthusiasts. Of all the clients interviewed, fifty-one (78%) were 

employed at the time of the study, with an average group income of approximately 

twenty-four thousand dollars. Considering that twenty-one (32%) of the surty-five clients 

interviewed were students at the time of the study-most with little or no yearly 

income-this figure appears to be a rather conservative estimation of income for the 

group. 

Clients were somewhat more educated than the artists interviewed. For example, 

forty-two (64%) of the clients had a university degree or at least one year of university 

education. Fifty-three (82%) of the clients interviewed were White, eight (12%) were 

Asian-Canadian, and four (6%) were Mo-Canadian. Of a11 the clients interviewed, forty- 

nine (75%) were single at the time of the study, thirteen (20%) were married, and three 

(5%) were divorced. Twelve (18%) of the clients had children-five had one child, three 

had two children, and four had three or more children. 

A majority of the clients, forty-one (63%), had one tattoo at the time of the 

research. Within this group of individuals, thirty-five (85%) were women with a mean 

age of twenty-three. Seven (1 1%) clients within the overall group interviewed had two 

tattoos, two of the clients (3%) had three tattoos, and fifteen clients (23%) had three or 

more tattoos. Clients' backgrounds in tattooing varied, with the age of entry into the 

practice ranging from fourteen to forty-eight (with a mean of twenty-two). Fifty-six 

(86%) of the clients were tattooed in either Calgary or Toronto (including twelve 

different studios in Calgary, and seven different studios in Toronto). Other Canadian 

cities in which individuals were tattooed included Vancouver PC),  Victoria PC),  



Kelowna (BC), Edmonton (AB), Lethbridge (AB), Regina (SK), Winnipeg (MB), 

Windsor (ON), Kitchener-Waterloo (ON), London (ON), Montreal (PQ), Quebec City 

(PQ), Moncton (NB), Charlottetown (PEI), Halifax (NS), and St. John's (NF). 

In sum, the purposive sample of interviewees was designed to reflect the 

demographic composition of artists and clients noted in the participant observation 

phases of research. The final sample of interviewees reflected the individuals I regularly 

encountered in tattoo studios (i.e., in terms of their individual characteristics, biographies, 

and lifestyles). Specific individuals were also targeted for interview purposes as 

conceptual themes emerged throughout the data collection process. Consistent with 

Glaser and Strauss' (1967) set of procedural recommendations for open coding, 

theoretical sampling, and constant comparison, individual cases were actively sought out 

in order to fully explore and inspect the emergent concepts and theoretical ideas 

generated through the research process. 

Intewiav Approach 

One of the most important methodological lessons gleaned fiom current debates on 

reflexivity and representation in qualitative research is the extent to which sociologists 

actively create textual "realities" in conjunction with individuals interviewed in the 

research process. Taking the analysis of narratives as a primary task in the interview 

process, attention is drawn toward the ways in which narratives are actively constructed 

by all research participants. In this research on tattooing, I adopted a style of active 

interviewing (Gubrium & Holstein 1997) in order to examine artists' and clients' 

tattooing narratives. 

In basic terms, an active interview is one in which both the interviewer and the 

interviewee play interdependent and equally complicit roles in the construction of 

narratives. In an active interview, attention is given to how researchers might use specific 

rhetorical techniques including semi-directed (i.e., open-ended) questioning to tap into a 

range of individuals' "narrative resourcesy'--or simply, their different ways of perceiving 

and describing personal experiences (Gubrium & Holstein 1997). For instance, by asking 

a woman how she feels about her involvement on a recreational sports team, one might 

attempt to ascertain how she constructs and attributes meaning to her experiences through 



perceptual standpoints grounded in her ascribed roles-a mother, sister, Liberal, lawyer, 

or Christian. By actively engaging with individuals in interview or discussion sessions, 

researchers adopt a methodological approach oriented toward inspecting a litany of ways 

people discursively articulate their experiences. In this pursuit, the interview becomes 

more of an informal discussion or inter-personal brainstorming session than a one-way, 

formal, or otherwise closed interrogation. 

I began each interview in a relatively uniform way; that is, the interviews were 

arranged via a standard set of techniques. After approaching each enthusiast and 

inquiring about the possibility conducting an interview (explaining what the interview 

would entail, and instructing that the project had received official ethical approval from 

the University of Calgary), dates, locations, and times were suggested, negotiated, and 

finally agreed upon. The interviews were conducted in a variety of settings such as my 

office at the university, a coffee shop, a local restaurant, or a tattoo studio (typically, the 

interviewee would choose). In all instances, I avoided using a tape-recorder or other 

technological device in the sessions; instead, notes were taken both during and after the 

interviews. Notes were (within several hours, or at maximum, a day or two) transcribed 

onto computer files and filled in considerably as I conceptually analysed the texts. 

lnterviewees were given an explanation of informed consent prior to, and after, each 

interview. Interviews ranged in length fiom forty-five minutes to (in some rare cases) 

four hours. All of the participants involved were interviewed one time, and each of the 

participants (with the exception of six) were shown transcripts of the interview sessions 

at a later date so that they might review their own narratives (i.e., fieely amending or 

deleting any portions of text). In all cases, pseudonyms have been used to protect the 

identities of participants. 

The structure of each interviews would be best described as flexible. Prior to each 

interview, I reviewed a schedule of approximately forty questions I wished to explore 

with participants (see Appendixes A and B). However, the questions were treated as 

guides for the discussions, and were not utilised as a definitive framework for the 

conversations. Instead, I started the interviews (following a few minutes of small talk and 

an explanation of informed consent) with a basic statement: "So, tell me about your 

tattoo(s)." This request was intentionally vague and open for considerable interpretation. 



I simply wanted the respondents to begin their narratives where they wished-fiom 

starting points they found to be sensible. I was interested in how each participant would 

choose to commence the narrative. Some would stare at me puzzlingly, attempting to 

decipher the nature of my question. Others began by recounting why or when they first 

started to think about tattoos, by describing or showing me their tattoos, or initiating the 

conversation from some other point of departure (i.e., a point which would signal the 

"beginning" of their tattooing story). Some individuals grasped the opportunity to take 

charge of the conversation, beginning a thirty or forty minute exposition of how they 

came to be tattooed and what tattoos mean to them. My role quickly became that of a 

listener in the initial stages of the exchange, recording both the form and content of the 

emerging narratives. 

From there, the conversation would shift, venture down unanticipated alleys, and 

eventually travel across a field of topics. While participants were given considerable 

latitude in directing the course of the conversation, there were certain questions I would 

routinely pose if not sufficiently addressed. Given the research questions stimulating the 

data collection process, I inquired about the processes involved in being a tattoo 

enthusiast, and how tattooing homologically (Willis 1978) figures into an individual's 

portfolio of corporeal modification practices (see Appendixes B and C). "Confronting" 

(Baker 1998) individuals about how interpretations of tattoos are influenced by personal 

biographies, interpersonal relationships, ascribed/achieved roles, and life aspirations, I 

sought to understand if and how tattoos become polysemic signifiers of identity. 

Large portions of the interviews also focused on how reactions &om others (e.g., 

positive, negative, or ambivalent), influenced the ways in which tattoo enthusiasts 

interpreted their tattoos. Some participants immediately discussed the negative reactions 

they have experienced, while others would testify about the scores of accolades they had 

received about their tattoos. However, the participants typically began their stories by 

discussing the negative or positive reactions received fiom significant others. I heard 

stories about how fathers, sisters, partners, or close co-workers reacted to tattoos, and 

how such reactions were reflected upon over time. Reactions from others (and underlying 

relationships producing them) became interpretive resources in creating tattooing 



narratives, as participants expressed personal understandings about their tattoos as sons, 

daughters, partners, and fellow workers. 

To facilitate an atmosphere of openness and mutual exchange, I regularly 

discussed my experiences in tattooing with the participants. Being careful not to 

dominate the conversations, I discussed my own thoughts, interpretations, and feelings 

about tattooing as a method of encouraging participants to share the more intimate details 

of their personal narratives. Presenting my tattooing narratives as part of the discussion, I 

endeavoured to establish a context in which participants could fi-eely ask questions and 

investigate my tattooing experiences-key in the active interviewing process (Gubrium & 

Holstein 1997, 1999). Similarly, I physically revealed my tattoo work to each of the 

participants-encouraging others to do so only if their tattoos were located on highly 

visible or non-private parts of the body (particularly in the case of female participants). In 

essence, by drawing upon a series of discursive and interactive techniques, I wanted the 

conversations to scarcely resemble a "formal" interview. 

Although one can never be completely sure that an interview session generated a 

narrative that accurately reflects how one would always portray experience, a participant 

observer often finds confidence (i.e., one is more assured of the validity of one's 

findings) when data gleaned fkom interview sessions can be "checked" in everyday life 

scenarios. By hanging around with participants and observing how they interact in 

situated contexts of social interaction, one gains a greater sense of how narratives are 

formed and discursively configured. In this respect, one of the principal benefits of 

participant observation in the current study is that after interviewing many of the 

participants I would later encounter them in tattoo studios or around the city. Even 

though none of the individuals were interviewed more than once, I was able to speak with 

eighty-seven (94%) of the participants after they had been interviewed (i.e., in tattoo 

studios, coffee shops, bars, malls, or my office at the university). The interview sessions 

were not, then, the final time I was able to interact with the majority of participants. 

Finally, amidst the torrential flood of research papers, book chapters, and journal 

articles on the importance of reflexivity in field research, it would be irresponsible to 

ignore how my personal involvement in tattooing figured into the data collection and 

analysis during the interview phases of the research. To be sure, fkom the first moment I 



walked into a studio in Toronto or Calgary as a budding participant observer in the scene, 

to the very last interview conducted, my participation in tattooing has afforded me a 

substantial amount of credibility among tattoo enthusiasts. Artists seemed more willing 

and eager to speak with someone who could understand the process on a first-hand basis. 

Tattoo sessions would also become key in establishing my seriousness about the 

practice-not, in this case, as a researcher, but as an individual who professes to be 

interested in tattooing. The time I spent in tattoo chairs with artists became feeling out 

ceremonies in which the artists would interview me and gauge my knowledge about, 

attitudes toward, and commitment to tattooing. Similarly, clients regularly expressed a 

sense of ease in speaking with someone who was tattooed. Viewing me as one of the 

"own" (Goffman 1959)-an individual with the ability to intersubjectively share an 

understanding of what it is like to be tattooed-I sensed that clients genuinely 

appreciated my involvement in the practice. I sensed that this appreciation translated into 

a high level of openness and disclosure in both participant observation (i.e., being 

allowed to 'sit in' and watch people get tattooed) and interview stages of the research. 

While participant observers are frequently warned against the professional and 

personal dangers associated with going native, a fine line between uncritical involvement 

and absolute detachment may be walked (Elias 1987). Becoming a part of the action in 

the pursuit of conceptual understandings about social interchange within a particular 

setting (i.e., in the desire to dernystify the world by smashing stereotypes and clarifying 

social processes) does not automatically lead researchers into becoming confused, biased, 

intoxicated, or seduced by life-worlds under study. I did become tattooed through the 

research process, and my interest in tattooing grew immeasurably throughout the research 

process. This does not automatically spawn a virus of non-objectivity in the research, nor 

does it suggest that I should forsake the pursuit of social scientific accounts of the world 

and embrace a highly political standpoint so that my biases might be transformed into a 

provocative social text. In essence, both of these polar extremes produce highly distorted 

accounts of social interaction since unwavering objectivity or extreme subjectivity 

generates a text underpinned by either overly positivistic or stubbornly political 

constructions of social interaction. 



Participant Observation and Interviewing Supplemented: Content Analysis 

Over the past four years I have collected newspaper articles, periodical clips, videos, and 

magazines related to tattooing. With the recent boom in the popularity of the practice in 

Canada, media reports and stories about the practice are on the rise. Although I would be 

wary of using media texts as the structural backbone for a contemporary analysis of 

tattooing, these sources nonetheless provided useful background information on the 

practice. They were also tentative indicators of popular sentiment and misconceptions 

about tattooing, and were utilised as guides for creating questions in interview sessions. 

In total, thirty-nine newspaper articles, seven television programs, and fifty-two 

issues of seven different tattoo magazines were incorporated into the research. Articles 

were gathered from widely circulated newspapers in the cities of Calgary, Toronto, New 

York, and San Francisco (and in several cases London, England). Located in any number 

of sections of the newspaper including, the "Lifestyle," 'Tashion," 'Ziving," "Arts & 

Style," and "Entertainment" sections, newspaper articles covered a range of subjects 

related to tattooing. The three most common subjects forming the basis of the articles 

included the recent increase in popularity of the practice (n=16, 41%), the diversity of 

tattoo enthusiasts in the current era (n=10, 26%) and tribal styles in tattooing (n=6,15%)). 

Some of the newspapers were full-page articles with several pictures, while others 

measure only a few centirnetres in height. The dominant message of the newspaper 

articles is that the community of tattoo enthusiasts is unquestionably changing. 

Television shows about tattooing were video-taped fi-om major North American 

cable channels including the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, The Arts and 

Entertainment Network, and The Discovery Channel. While some of the shows (all hour- 

long documentaries) detailed the contemporary "rediscovery" (M. Atkinson & K. Young 

2001) of tattooing in Western cultures, the majority of the programs (n=5, 71%) centred 

on the global significance of tattooing as an enduring form of human expression. 

Juxtaposing current sensibilities toward tattooing in the West against historical uses of 

tattooing around the globe (e.g., in Japan, New Zealand, Hawaii, and throughout Africa), 

the cross-cultural significance of tattooing is mapped. These documentaries typically 

highlight key moments or events in the history of Western tattooing, and use testimonials 

from selected tattoo artists and clients around the world to paint an "insider" portrait of 



tattooing. Flashing images of sailors, convicts, motorcycle gang members, and Neo 

Primitives, a "comprehensive" examination of tattooing is offered. Contradictory images 

and statements about the changing yet stereotypical tattoo enthusiasts are regularly 

presented in these programs, and thus tattooing is ultimately portrayed as a highly exotic, 

esoteric, and mysterious social practice. 

In stark contrast to newspaper articles and television programs, tattooing 

magazines are the communicative beacons of the modem tattoo corrmunity (DeMello 

2000). Established as showcases for artists and their work, resources for documenting the 

history of tattooing, sources for advertising and reporting about tattoo conventions around 

the world, and sites in which artists and their clients may share their experiences with 

tattoos, magazines such as Skin and Ink, International Tattoo Art, Tattoo Flash, and 

Tattoo Savage, are mass-produced textual advocates of tattooing body projects. For my 

own purposes, tattoo magazines served as valuable references for learning about key 

players in the contemporary tattoo scene (i.e., artists and clients), and current issues and 

controversies germane to tattooing in Canada. 

Toward an Intimate Understanding of Tattooing 

Participant observation is not the ideal methodology for every sociological investigation. 

Depending upon the questions driving the inquiry, participant obsewation may very well 

be ill-suited as a research strategy. However, in the case of tattooing in Canada, a 

participant observation-based approach offers a window into a world scarcely examined 

by sociologists to date. Given the lack of knowledge sociologists possess concerning 

contemporary sensibilities toward tattooing, how tattooing is intersubjectively 

understood, and how tattooed bodies are phenomenologically experienced, a participant 

observation-based exploratory methodology is clearly required at this juncture of 

investigation. Conceptual and theoretical innovation on the subject of tattooing is 

desperately needed. Extant analyses of the practice (save for a handful of ethnographies) 

are either outdated or wholly unreflective of contemporary tattoo enthusiasts and their 

practices. Therefore, first-hand excursions into tattoo studios and among tattoo 

enthusiasts are instrumental in grasping what the tattooing body project means to today's 

individuals. 



For sociologists committed to empirical analyses of the social world, participant 

observation situates the researcher in the middle of lived experience. I believe that if 

sociologists espouse an interest in identifying, explaining, and dissecting the multiple 

realities of social life, we must select a methodological approach which allows for the 

inspection of the empirical processes by which realities are constructed, learned, 

negotiated, and understood over time. Participating with and interviewing individuals 

fiom a range of social backgrounds with diverse experiences in tattooing allows for a 

fresh exploration of the cultural significance of tattooing in Canada. Taking the research 

beyond motorcycle clubhouses, dock yards, or prisons, this research locates tattooed 

bodies as everyday fixtures in our schools, churches, hair salons, corporate offices, public 

parks, and mass media. By exploring a "new" sample of tattoo enthusiasts, then, long- 

standing cultural interpretations of the practice may be questioned and heretofore 

untapped sociological understandings of tattooing explored. 

In closing this Chapter, I am fully aware that, as in other qualitative work, my 

interpretation of the data is ultimately only one "reading." As noted, to check my own 

understandings of the data, I routinely discussed my interpretations and sociological 

analysis with artists and clients-directly assisted by hanging around on a regular basis 

and interviewing the participants. For the most part, I received considerable a h a t i o n  

fiom the participants regarding my conclusions. Therefore, while I feel confident about 

my own decoding of the data, I aclcnowledge (and welcome) possible alternative 

theoretical interpretations and insights. 



CHAPTER 4 
SUBCULTURE, LIFE-WORLD, OR FIGURATION? 

TATTOOING AS AN INTERDEPENDENT ACTMTY 

Two years ago, I began a tattooing project that permanently altered my self-conception; I 

decided to have both of my arms filled in with tattoo sleeves-literally meaning that my 

entire arms, from shoulders to wrists, would be completely covered with tattoos. I have 

recently finished the project, and now live as a heavily tattooed person. Correspondingly, 

I am more conscious about displaying my tattoos to others in social situations, and am 

constantly aware of the potential ramifications of my tattoos on others' perceptions of me 

as a son, neighbour, team mate, student, teacher, colleague, or professional. 

The first time I walked into a classroom to lecture without a long-sleeve shirt 

illustrated to me the saliency of dominant interpretations of tattooing in our culture. 

University students are a relatively "well tattooed" group, accounting for a significant 

portion of tattoo enthusiasts in North America (34. Atkinson & K. Young 2001). 

Therefore, I thought the students would react favourably to my tattoos. With some 

trepidation, I walked down the steps leading to the front of the lecture hall. What was 

typically a boisterous and energetic group of two hundred students turned into a 

congregation of silent spectators. I heard whispers and gasps throughout the class, and 

peered around to see wide-eyed students with their mouths agape. Their collective 

reaction was a mix of disbelief, confusion, and fascination. I am not sure the students 

heard anything I said that day, as their attention appeared to be focused on my arms and 

not my words. 

Following the lecture, a handful of students approached me-as I had expected. 

Some wanted a closer inspection of my tattoos, some inquired about where I had been 

tattooed (i.e., the studios), while others simply wanted to ask if the tattoos were real. 

Following this brief question and answer period, I immediately reflected on the 

participant observation and interview data I had gathered on tattooing in Canada. Among 

other ponderings, I started to reconsider whether or not an actual subculture of tattoo 

enthusiasts exists in Canada. All of the students who approached me were tattooed 

themselves, and posed questions relating to my involvement in the practice or my 

personal connections with tattoo artists. They spoke to me as fellow tattoo enthusiasts, 



drawing on terms and expressions familiar to any individual who has participated in the 

practice. Even though I had been wrestling with the idea of a tattooing subculture prior to 

this day, I started to probe deeper into the notion that individuals who participate in this 

form of body project share certain subcultural activities, ideologies, identities, and 

relationships as a group. 

In this Chapter, I argue that sociologists should configure our theoretical 

understanding of the group of tattoo enthusiasts around Elias' (1978, 1983, 1991a, 1994, 

1996) conceptualisation of social figurations. Rather than conceiving of them as a 

subculture, life-world, or scene of interacting individuals, I believe that a more 

empirically accurate conceptualisation of tattoo enthusiasts is formed by employing the 

concept of figuration. While extant sociological constructions of the practice (e.g., T. 

Cohen 2000; DeMello 2000; K. Irwin 2000; Rosenblatt 1997; Sanders 1989) tend to 

portray tattoo enthusiasts as a distinct subculture (either explicitly or implicitly), such 

depictions are found to be misleading when we examine enthusiasts' narratives about 

their body modification experiences. 

The Analvsis of Subculture: (North) American Influences 

The concept of subculture continues to be widely used within the sociology, despite 

suggestions (cf Crosset & Bed 1995; Muggleton 2000) that the concept no longer bears 
any empirical validity. M. Atkinson & Wilson (2001) point out that rather than 

abandoning the concept outright, sociologists are reformulating understandings of the 

concept in myriad ways. To be sure, through a series of attempts to define subculture- 

starting with those such as McLung Lee (1945), Gordon (1947), Matza (1961) and J. 

Irwin (1970Fthe concept has undergone significant development in the past seven 

decades. In any discussion of subculture, it is important to recognise that while the term 

is granted a sociologically relevant status, there continues to be no generally accepted 

definition of subculture or standard analytical criteria for applying the concept to 

empirical data (cf. Donnelly 2000). 

In any comprehensive examination of the concept, however, the contributions of 

American sociologists should figure prominently into the analysis. Beginning with the 

pioneering work conducted at the University of Chicago in the 1920s, American 



sociologists produced a key series of statements on how the social disorganisation of 

growing urban communities essentially produced delinquent youth subcultures. Thrasher 

(1927), Park & Burgess (1925), Shaw & McKay (1927), Sutherland (1937), and Whyte 

(1943) all stressed the need to study how delinquent individuals coalesce in response to 

weak community integration. Studying juvenile delinquents in their own contexts of 

group interaction, early social disorganisation and cultural conflict theorists illustrated 

how, as socially structured means of achieving culturally defined goals (particularly those 

related to economic success) are blocked or insufficiently developed, individuals may 

fashion deviant "subcultural solutions" to their social and material problems. As Thrasher 

notes, "youth gangs represent the spontaneous effort of boys to create a society for 

themselves where none exists for their needs" (1927, p.32). 

The later work of strain theorists (e.g., Merton 1938) took the analysis of 

subculture to a different level by utilising Durkheim's (1951) conception of anomie. 

According to Merton, anomie results when individuals are collectively unable to access 

legitimate opportunity structures for "success" in a given society (1938, p.678). Like 

Thrasher (1927), Merton (1938) states that one of the overriding cultural goals in North 

America is the acquisition of material goods, but that this goal is promulgated within a 

social structure that invariably prohibits equal opportunity to economic success (cf 

Agnew 1992; Cloward 1980; Cloward & Ohlin 1986). Specific subcultural formations 

arise as vehicles for coping with problems of material acquisition, and provide social 

contexts in which deviant methods of achieving material success are invented, 

normalised, and justified. 

Albert Cohen (1955), perhaps the most influential of the early American 

subculture theorists, re-conceptualised Merton's basic strain model and suggested that 

subcultural activities are generally oriented toward alleviating youth status or identity 

frustration. Because status criteria or the means of achieving social status are defined and 

protected by middle-class standards, working-class youth are often excluded from 

legitimate opportunity structures for achieving social status. The delinquent subculture 

serves as a collective solution for working-class youth as goals, standards, and identities 

are established in the subculture that can be achieved through the local means available. 

Most importantly, A. Cohen (1955, p.28) states that since subcultural formations are 



derivations of parent cultures (i.e., mainly class-based), they express a symbolic 

resistance or opposition toward the "dominant" culture. The irony of their collective 

activities of resistance is that deviant subcultures often reproduce or reaffirm core values 

of the dominant culture, and thereby exacerbate and justify existing social and material 

relations. 

Later American research on subculture adopted a decisively different approach 

toward the study of how and why individuals come together in social sub-units. 

Undoubtedly influenced by the pioneering works of Becker (1963) and Goffinan (1959, 

1963), sociologists tumed toward the analysis of more common, mundane, or "everyday" 

subcultures. While the study of deviant subcultures continued to flourish, Becker's 

(1963) pivotal concept of "careers" encouraged sociologists to examine a multitude of 

subcultures. Thus, alongside the study of street hustlers (Prus & Sharper 1991), gamblers 

(Lesieur 1977; Polsky 1967), prostitutes (Prus & Zrini 1980), illegal drug users (Boyd 

1991 ; Hathaway 1997% 1997b), and "mental patients" (Scheff l966), sociologists applied 

the concept of career to a list subcultural formations including little league'sofiball teams 

(Fine 1987), construction workers (Haas l972), hockey teams (Faulkner 1975; Ingharn 

1975), occupational settings (Fine 1996; Trice 1993; Haas & Shaffit 1987), or political 

parties (Grills 1994). Focusing mainly on the ways in which individuals are drawn into, 

experience, and exit subcultures, researchers increasingly attended to the social processes 

involved in becoming a member of a group of individuals who share central life- 

perspectives, social backgrounds, work or leisure activities, and "master" self- 

conceptualisations. 

The concept of career continues to orient sociologists toward the study of the 

micro-processes involved in becoming a member of a group of people, and how such 

membership may figure centrally into one's overall lifestyle (cf. Stebbins 1997) and 

corresponding self-image. More so than previous sociological constructions of subculture 

which tended to stress the importance of environmental (i.e., socio-structural) influences 

on group behaviour, the sernind work of Becker (1963) and others provided a useful 

stepping-stone for researchers interested in how individuals come to intersubjectively 

(qua sub-culturally) understand the world and develop lines of collective behaviour 

around such understandings. 



Becker's (1963) work also paved the way for later symbolic interactionist 

deliberations on the concept of subculture. Resonating with ideas put forward by 

members of the Chicago school, truncheon bearing symbolic interactionists of the 1980s 

and 1990s continued to pursue understandings of situated group behaviour through the 

lens of subculture theories. Breaking down and rebuilding Merton's (1938), A. Cohen's 

(1955), Becker's (1963), Lofland's (1966), and Fine & Kleinman's (1979) thoughts on 

subculture, symbolic interactionists of the past twenty years have attended to the 

processes by which actors fom social groupings around shared perspectives, activities, 

identities, relationships and commitments (cf. Prus 1996). Referring to a subculture via a 

number of related terms such as sub-world (Crosset & Bed 1995) or social setting 

(Lofland & Lofland 1995), interactionists have shared a general perspective that 

subcultures are small pockets of social membership and interaction within broader 

cultural matrices. 

Prus' (1997) work on subcultural "mosaics" stands as perhaps the most 

theoretically advanced interactionist statement on subculture. Conjoining the study of 

micro-level subculture involvement with macro level social organisation, Prus (1997) 

posits that "society" is best conceived as a patterned conglomerate of subcultures. In this 

way, Prus (1997) reconciles the culturally disjointed approach to subcultures taken by 
many symbolic interactionists with broader understandings of culture. Jn particular, he 

attends to how subcultures are organised and experienced in the here-and-now of 

everyday life, while simultaneously illustrating how social structures and cultures are 

formed as complex arrangements of a vast array of subcultures: 

... the subcultural mosaic refers to the multiplicity of subcultures, life- 

worlds, or affiliations, that constitute people's involvements in societies or 

communities at any point in time.. .any society or community consists of 

people acting in a mosaic (or set, configuration, amalgamation, matrix, or 

collage) of diverse subcultures or life-worlds that exist in temporal, 

dialectic (and in many cases only indirectly connected) relationships to 

each other @us 1997, pp. 36-37). 

Prus (1997) shows a keen appreciation for the idea that individuals are members of many 

sub-groups as part of their subcultural portfolio. By rejecting the notion that individuals 



are only ever members of one central subculture during specific trajectories over the life 

course, Prus (1997) contends that people's lives are replete with diverse and fleeting 

subcultural involvements. Splintering the study of subcultures into local, embedded, 

trans-locational, totalising, focused, inter-fused, cyclical, occasional, and supportive 

subcultures, Prus (1997) outlines how people become involved in subcultures in 

practically every facet of social life. 

However, I argue that the empirical data collected in this research do not indicate 

that mainstream theoretical constructions of subcultures (as produced by North American 

sociologists) readily apply to the group of tattoo enthusiasts in Canada For example, 

although tattoo enthusiasts each engage in the corporeal act of tattooing, the meanings 

attributed to tattooing are incredibly diverse. Tattoo enthusiasts do share common 

understandings of tattoos (see Chapter 6), but not to the extent that we could decipher a 

specific "subcultural perspective" on the practice. Furthermore, participants' lives are not 

organised around the activity (perhaps with the exception of professional tattoo artists), 

nor does a central ideology or motivation drive enthusiasts to participate in the practice. 

The tattoo enthusiast Mary (22) suggests: 

I wouldn't say that I feel like the reasons why I was tattooed, are like, like 

everybody else's. I have fiiends who are tattooed, but we never really talk 

to each other about our tattoos, and we don't drive up and down the street 

like a gang of tattooed chicks. I mean, if people ask, I might tell them a bit 

about my tattoos, but they're private, they're for me and that's about 

that.. .My life doesn't revolve around tattooing, it's just something I've 

done before. 

Thus, individuals tend not to consider their master status (Becker 1963) to be that of a 

tattoo enthusiast: 

People ask me all the time how my life has been changed by my tattoo. Of 

course, I felt like a whole different person the first few days aRer I was 

tattooed. I stared at it everyday, and when I walked out of my apartment, 

even though it was covered up by my shirt, I thought people could see it. 

Now, I never think about it.. .it's just become a part of me. It doesn't 



define me, I define my tattoo. It's like looking at my hair or my abs, you 

know? (Theo, 29, client). 

Even though enthusiasts may share a fascination with tattooing as a vehicle for 

restructuring the physical and social self (i.e., as a redesign body project), it is diflicult to 

consider those involved in the practice as a communicative, close-knit, and tightly 

guarded subculture. As the tattoo artist Phil (24) commented: 

When people try to pigeon-hole everyone who is tattooed into a single 

group, they miss the point of tattooing. Like, bikers, gangs, and the lot of 

those guys still use it as part of their colours [gang insignias], but the run 

of the mill young guy who comes into my shop to be tattooed isn't a part 

of any of that. He's the guy who really digs the way tattoos make his body 

look, and he's a fan of other people who do it too. You know, he won't go 

to a club where everyone who is tattooed hangs out.. .but somewhere, 

some time he saw someone else with a tattoo and thought, "that's for me." 

Without reverting into an overly individualist portrait of tattooing practices, then, 

North American analyses of subculture (while illustrative to an extent) are not 

immediately reflective of tattooing practices in Canada. In the end, while core concepts 

such as subcultural solution, careers, or subcultural mosaic are useful in analysing 

elements of contemporary tattooing practices, North American constructions of 

subculture do not offer a sufficient theoretical structure for studying tattoo enthusiasts as 

interactive and culturally bound agents. 

Subcultures as Political Groups: l7ae CCCS Injluence 

Where American work on subculture was typically strong in developing preliminary 

definitions of subculture, it collectively held definitions of dominant culture as 

unproblematic. That is to say, few American sociologists actively struggled with the 

concept of culture in their accounts of sub-cultural formations (cf Prus 1997). In contrast, 

the rise in subcultural analyses in Britain grew out of critical debates on the concept of 

culture. Such debates, for instance, led to the institutionalisation of popular culture as an 

important topic of sociological investigation, and helped establish the terrain upon which 

the interdisciplinary field of cultural studies has grown (Bennett 1986; Blundell et al. 



Grossberg 1986; Gruneau et al. 1988; S. Hall 1980,1981, 1992,1997; Nelson et al. 

Seidman 1994; Storey 1993). 

Established in 1964, the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) in 

Birmingham, England, was a nexus for the discussion of culture. Drawing on Ford's 

(1942) definition of culture as a "traditional way of solving problems," and A. Cohen's 

(1955) belief that culture develops in response to the material and social problems people 

encounter in everyday life, culture was collectively envisioned by CCCS researchers as a 

collective way of life of a group of people. Much of the early subculture research 

conducted at the CCCS (Hall & Jefferson 1976; Hoggart 1958; Hebdige 1979; E.P. 

Thompson 1963; Williams 1963, 1976, 1977) held that any given social structure does 

not simply contain one monolithic culture, but rather several main (class) cultures, with 

one holding authority as the dominant or ruling culture. Since early CCCS theorists 

claimed that class relations are the chief determinant of one's location in a social 

structure, and thus cultural ways of life, key texts including Hall & Jefferson's, 

Resistance Through Rituals outlined how subcultures arise in response to socially 

structured class relations: ". . .relative to these cultural-class configurations, sub-cultures 

are sub-sets-smaller, more localised and differentiated structures, within one or other 

larger cultural networks" (1976, p.13). 

The main thrust behind the text is that youth subcultures are born out of a parent 

class culture. In order to understand the "structure of feeling" (Williams 1977) in any 

given subculture, we must first analyse its multi-layered or "doubly-articulated" nature 

(Hall & Jefferson 1976)-locating the subculture in relation to its original parent culture 

(such as working-class culture), and referencing the parent culture within larger social 

relations: 

We must move at once to the determining relationships of domination and 

subordination in which these configurations [cultures] stand; to the 

processes of incorporation and resistance which define the cultural 

dialectic between them; and, to the institutions which transmit and 

reproduce "the culture" in its dominant or hegemonic form (Hall & 

Jefferson 1976, p. 13). 



In CCCS research (cf. P. Cohen 1972; S. Cohen 1972; Hall & Jefferson 1976; Hebdige 

1979; Willis 1977), this meant that studies were anchored by the analysis of how 

working-class subcultures engaged in social resistance against the dominant middle-class 

culture. 

CCCS researchers believed that one of the most visible and spectacular forms of 

subcultural resistance is the use of provocative and morally challenging styles (Brake 

1985; Clarke 1976; Hebdige 1979). The early work at the CCCS provided key theoretical 

insight into understanding why youth subcultures adopted flamboyant styles to represent 

their ideological positions. There is perhaps no better text (aside fiom Hall & Jefferson's 

work) on how subcultures utilise style as a form of resistance than Hebdige's, Subculture: 

The Meaning of Style: 

Subcultures, are therefore expressive forms but what they express is, in the 

last instance, a hdamental tension between those in power and those 

condemned to subordinate positions and second-class lives. This tension is 

figuratively expressed in the form of subcultural style and it is appropriate 

that we should turn here to a metaphor for a final definition of 

subculture.. .I have interpreted subculture as a form of resistance in which 

experienced contradictions and objections to this ruling ideology are 

obliquely represented in style (1 979, pp. 132-133). 

Directly influenced by early American youth subculture analysis, Hebdige's work is also 

a complex pastiche of Oramsci's (1971) Marxism and Barthes' (1972) semiology. 

Centering on the study of how British youth subcultures such as the Teddy Boys, Mods, 

and Rockers were both products of social construction, Hebdige provided insight into the 

processes involved in creating unique forms of (subversive) ideological representation 

through style. In so doing, Hebdige empirically investigated the working definitions of 

subculture and popular culture developed in the CCCS. 

In outlining what constitutes a subcultural style, Hebdige (1979) borrowed £+om 

both Clarke's (1976)' and P. Cohen's (1972) writings. For Clarke (1976, p.178), style 

constitutes the commodities selected by a group for the purposes of creating a subcultural 

identity. P. Cohen (1972) developed a more complex statement on style, and argues that 

we must attend to both the plastic (e.g., fashion and music) and infi-astructural (e.g., 



language and ritual) forms of group representation. From both theorists, Hebdige adopted 

the belief that group style is not accidental, but rather a conscious tactical manoeuvre on 

the part of individuals to re-shape cultural commodities so that they have a specific 

subcultural meaning (i.e., they articulate the group's experiences, ideals, and 

ac t iv i t iede i r  "way of life"). 

According to Hebdige (1979), style is intentionally fabricated to symbolically 

signify both in-group cohesiveness and disassociation with dominant culture. In this 

pursuit, style is constructed fiom a range of available cultural commodities which have 

pre-existing (i.e., dominant or preferred) meanings. These objects are transformed 

through a process of bricolage that, as part of popular culture, asks for a societal 

recognition that the subculture supports a socially challenging ideology (Hebdige, 1979, 

p.101). As bricoleurs, subcultural members "steal" cultural objects and use them in their 

ideologically altered fonns to win back cultural space (P. Cohen, 1972). The Italian 

theorist Umberto Eco (1972) calls this process "semiotic guerrilla warfare." As Clarke 

writes: 

Together, object and meaning constitute a sign, and wi th . .  any one 

culture, such signs are assembled, repeatedly into characteristic forms of 

discourse. However, when the bricoleur re-locates the significant object in 

a different position within the discourse, using the same overall repertoire 

of signs, or when that object is placed within a different total ensemble a 

new discourse is constituted, a different message conveyed (1976, p.104). 

This line of thinking bears somewhat more directly on the analysis of tattooing as 

a cultural phenomenon than North American constructions of subculture. As noted in 

Chapter 2, in the study of the social history of tattooing we learned that agents of social 

control in countries such as Greece, England, Japan, France, and Borneo, used tattooing 

to label individuals with a criminal or deviant status (Brain 1979; Camphausen 1997; 

Ebin 1979; Gray 1994; Grognard & Lazi 1994; Lautman 1994; Martischnig 1987; 

Robinson 1998; Sanders 1989, 1997). Marks were inscribed on the physical body as a 

form of punishment for transgressing specific social laws or conventions. While these 

practices were widely used as a tactic of exclusion, the prisoners or other outsiders who 

received these involuntary marks eventually pursued lines of collective action through 



their own tattooing to resist such pejorative labelling. These groups resisted by 

reclaiming the marks imposed on their bodies for their own purposes of winning space 

within society. 

Over the course of the data collection process, I encountered members from 

several indigenous North American "subcultures" that actively utilise tattooing as part of 

their homologically resistant (or socially disaffiliative ) styles. Hebdige (1979) contends 

that we can decode and interpret the constitutive elements of style utilised by individuals 

because the objects hang together as part of a homology. (1nter)subjective group 

experience is represented through the homology and "each part [of style] is organically 

related to the other parts and it is through the fit between them that the subcultural 

member makes sense of the world" (Hebdige 1979, p.113). For example, emergent 

subcultures of the past ten years including the Gothics (Goths), Straightedge Punks, Riot 

Grrrls, and Ravers all employ tattooing in their homologies of style as a means of 

imprinting or intextuating oppositional cultural ideologies onto their bodies. These 

subcultures, mostly comprised of lower middle-class or working-class individuals, 

express a collective distaste with and dislocation ffom mainstream culture. Resisting what 

they perceive to be "conservative culture," "jock culture," "misogynist culture," or 

''square culture," these subcultures respectively use tattooing as part of their alternative 

body styles. A Gothic girl I interviewed named Jane (21) stated that: 

My tattoos tell everybody I meet that I'm not like them. You know, I 

dance to my own beat, and if people get me confused with Satanists or 

whatever fucked up group of kids that are getting tattooed, then I can't 

help that.. .For me, a tattoo is way of expressing who I am in a society that 

pushes everybody to look the same way. My hair is blue, my music is 

different, and I like that. The Goth kids I hang around.. .we all believe 

that.. .to be different is alright. 

Similarly, a Straightedge named Carl (26) described his tattooing practices in the 

following way: 

If I'm out at a club listening to a band or doing my own thing downtown, 

people can see that I'm not some jackass drug-taking, beer guzzling jock. I 

mean, I like to work out, but a lot of us [Straightedge] are sick of those 



guys who torture everybody. Straightedge is about not taking drugs and 

trying to live a clean, poison-fiee life; not acting like the guys who picked 

on us when we were kids.. .and my tattoos tell people that right away. It's 

an in-your-face thing. 

In some cases, while it is difficult to understand exactly what group members are 

resisting against, they express their involvement in tattooing as predicated upon waging 

various cultural ''wars" through their bodies. 

Other "subcultures" such as the Neo Primitives (M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001; 

Myers 1997; Rowanchilde 1995; Vale & Juno 1989) have pushed forward an 

interpretation that encourages us to look at use of tattooing, as part of their cultural 

protest. Including tattooing as part of a homology of style, these individuals (with a core 

membership in the sixteen to thirty year old age-range) ask to be treated as modern 

tribalists of the urban jungle. Rejecting both the traditional Western image of the marked 

individual as deviant, and the often dehumanising way in which individuals are treated in 

modem urban life, their intention is to capture the spirit of acceptance that tribal cultures 

exhibit toward tattooing. Acknowledging that the group is by no means completely 

homogeneous, M. Atkinson & K. Young (2001) maintain that the Neo Primitive use of 

body modification is directly oppositional to Christian-based codes of bodily display that 

are a part of the hegemony in Western culture. As the self-proclaimed Neo Primitive 

tattoo artist, Cliff (32) stated: 

I got into the NP scene about ten years ago because I was tired of looking 

like everyone else, and walking around like a zombie in my own body. 

Ripping up your body with tattoos is a way of getting in touch with 

yourself and others who are tired of being spiritually beaten down by our 

culture ... With so many people getting tribal tattoos, though, it's hard to 

tell a tribalist fiom a poser, you know? Someone who likes the art or finds 

it "safe" [in comparison to other tattoo styles], but has no idea what any of 

it means. 

As another case example (while not based on the act of social resistance), 

tattooing has become increasingly popular among members of athletic teams since the 

late 1980s. Athletes frequently use tattooing as a method of creating in-group cohesion, 



displaying loyalty to fellow team mates, and commemorating participation in specific 

athletic competitions such as the Olympics. Rejecting the tattoo as a symbol of deviance 

or social protest, athletes often m o w  their bodies through tattooing in the process of 

representing the "athletic" component of their self 

I was tattooed when I heard I made the Olympic swim team. I dreamed 

about going to the Olympics all my life and being a member of a legacy in 

this country. I h o w  so many other athletes with the Olympic rings 

tattooed on their body.. .it's not about being bad, or rebelling against my 

parents. I wanted to capture the joy and pride I felt about my 

accomplishments by becoming tattooed.. .My memories might fade, but I 

will always have this tattoo to remind me how I felt when I walked into 

the stadium during the opening ceremonies, or when I competed for my 

country.. .Knowing a lot of other Canadian athletes have the same tattoo is 

really cool too, it makes me feel like we're together, we're one as a 

country (Emily, 23, client). 

I never questioned it. I knew that if I made the university [hockey] team I 

would get our logo tattooed on my right shoulder. The rookies all do it, it's 

an honour to be allowed to.. .I worked all my life to get here, and this is a 

badge for me. These guys are my brothers and we share this (Kurt 22, 

client). 

Tattooing, therefore, is utilised as a ceremonial rite of passage in such subcultures. In this 

case, the tattoo is incorporated into the group's homology of style as a way of 

consolidating team and individual identity. For athletes-who undergo body modification 

on a daily basis and are thus highly attuned to bodily performance and representation- 

tattooing (as an increasingly common yet not normative physical practice) is a way of 

outwardly expressing membership in a unique group of individuals. This "uniqueness" is 

not as much an expression of athletes' distance fi-om mainstream culture as it is a 

corporeal articulation of their subcultural closeness. 

Hebdige (1979) and other CCCS theorists argued, though., that socially alternative 

subcultural styles are ultimately "stolen" within a dominant culture. Poaching (de Certeau 



1984) the clothing, language, or music of subcultures becomes fashionable in the larger 

culture, and the widespread distribution of style as a commodity rninimises its resistant or 

subculturally authentic nature via mass incorporation. Simmel (1957) argues that this 

process of hegemonic negotiation is inevitable in the fashion or style industry. In the case 

of tattooing, co-opting the symbols and images commonly used by individuals in 

alternative or esoteric subcultures becomes avant garde. Thus, wearing the symbols of 

bikers, Skinheads, Punk rockers, or Olympic athletes becomes chic: 

I was walking down the street the other day and I saw this punk kid get out 

of a brand new Honda [car], and he had Harley-Davidson tattoos all over 

his arms. I mean, c'mon man, I drive a Harley and hang out with guys who 

take that seriously. This little puke probably lives down in the south east 

[of Calgary] with mom and dad, and he's trying to like a hardcore rebel. It 

makes me sick.. .If you're gonna get tattooed, don't take someone else's 

property.. .think of something original @an, 34, client). 

I remember when no one was getting tattooed. That was only about ten 

years ago. Nowadays, it doesn't matter what you do, who you know, or 

what your life is like, people pick anything and everyhng for their 

tattoos. Ravers get Skater tattoos, hippies get tribal tattoos, chicks get pin- 

up girls, white guys get Malcolm X tattoos, conservatives get Punk tattoos, 

you name it. No one owns anything anymore, and looking like someone 

you're not is "in" (Jack, 25, tattoo artist). 

Subcultural style becomes incorporated as popular culture, with clear lines of distinction, 

experience, ideology, and lifestyle lost in the mass usage of style. In this process, 

imitation becomes more important than developing an original or creative style. As the 

tattoo artist Ray (31) stated: 

I think so many people come into my shop with the attitude that if they're 

going to put money down on the barrelhead for a tattoo, they can get 

anything they want. In today's tattooing, if you can draw it, it can be 

tattooed, and if it can be tattooed it can be bought and sold. It's no 

different than going to a hair studio or buying a new pair of earrings.. .it's 



all about having the money and the demand for something.. .So when a 

White guy comes in and asks for a black panther, I just laugh.. .it's all I 

can do to keep me sane. 

Furthermore, with the recent attention tattooing has received in popular sources 

(e.g., newspapers, magazines, television, advertising), an argument could be made that 

deviant or oppositional interpretations of it may be decaying throughout North America. 

As tattooed bodies are used to sell sports cars, cell phones, CDs, and other mainstream 

cultural commodities, the modified body may have become a true floating signifier of the 

twenty-first century. Tattoo enthusiast Robin (30) commented: 

I see tattoos everywhere. You can't turn on a t.v. without seeing someone 

who is tattooed. I know that not everyone is doing it', but I can't help but 

feeling more like everyone else now when I see everyone who has a tattoo. 

Paradoxically, though, the media refer to the increase in tattooing as a reflection of the 

subterranean, profane, or hedonistic values of modem youth that arise in the face of 

moral, family, and spiritual decay (Bourette 1998; Connery 2000; McGill 1998; Novak 

2000): 

I saw this article in the paper a couple of weeks ago about the health risks 

involved in tattooing, and its popularity among criminals in the States. 

What a fucking joke. These guys have no idea how safe tattooing is, even 

in comparison to going to the dentist. And as for the immorality of 

it.. .they obviously don't know that the person working at the desk beside 

them, the lawyer handling their divorces, or the women working at their 

favourite restaurants are all probably tattooed (Earl, 26, tattoo artist). 

While it might be, then, tempting to apply the CCCS model of subculture to 

contemporary tattooing practices given some of the conceptual and theoretical linkages 

noted above, the CCCS understanding suffers fiom several core deficiencies. First, with 

such over-emphasis on social class as the chief determinant of cultural interpretation and 

intersubjective understanding, other subcultural formations (i.e., non-class based) tend to 

fall into the background. While the CCCS "model" of subculture is directly informed by 

Grmscian Marxism and thus recognises the plurality of sites of power and authority 

within a culture, theorists undertaking subcultural research within the CCCS exhibit and 



unwavering commitment to social class the aetiological origin of subcultures and 

subcultural styles. Second, the CCCS description of subculture, much like American 

theoretical and empirical descriptions, defines a subculture in rather tidy conceptual 

tems; that is, subcultures (until the process of co-option and incorporations occurs) are 

identifiable, distinguishable, and authentic social conglomerations. Expressing 

disfiliation with the mainstream, subcultures are tightly bound sub-sets of a broader 

population. Since they are invariably waged in social resistance, subcultures are easily 

locatable and perceivable social groupings. Noted previously, unless we focus on specific 

subcultural uses of tattooing and not tattoo enthusiasts as a particular subculture, the 

CCCS theoretical understanding only loosely applies to the study of tattooing. 

Third, and perhaps most significantly, CCCS researchers hinge a significant 

portion of their conceptualisation of subculture on semiotic readings of subcultural style. 

Treating style as text which can be read and deconstructed, CCCS researchers ventured 

away from empirically studying the material and social conditions which members 

encountered and found problematic in everyday life. 'Readings" of fashion replaced 

ethnographic research, deconstructions of music stood in place of empirical description, 

and theories about the authenticity and co-option of style overtook theoretical 

development. Moving away h m  the phenomenological experience of social inequality, 

or how individual actors come to bond through intersubjective understandings of the 

world, subcultures are viewed as a collection of mannequins upon which resistant styles 

are worn. Social interaction and the processes of constructing meanings in everyday life 

fade into the background, as  subcultures are nothing more than arrangements of signs. 

Postmodern Subcultures: Fragmentation and Fuzziness 

If the CCCS pre-occupation with subcultural style limits the application of the bulk of the 

research produced there, then recent postmodernist research on subculture are even less 

applicable. Taking the study of signs, signification, and textual deconstruction to the 

extreme, varying postmodernist positions on the nature of subculture (l3eezer 1992; 

Chambers 1990; Evans 1997; Jameson 1991; Kortarba 1991; Kratz & Reimer 1998; Lash 

1990; McRobbie 1994; Redhead 1993, 1997, 1998) uphold a central belief that within 



commodity-fetished Western cultures, subcultures are nothing more than consumer 

markets oriented toward the ongoing circulation of styles. 

In postmodemist research, the term subculture has been supposedly updated and 

revised to more adequately account for socio-cultural and socio-historical conditions 

characteristic of current era. For example, Muggleton (1998, 2000) has argued that with 

the development of more eclectic and fragmented styles, it has become difficult to resist 

symbolically since the distinction between alternative and mainstream symbols has 

become blurred. For example, shaved heads, dyed hair, ripped clothes, or tattoos, once 

considered political symbols of resistance, have become ideologically diluted fixtures in 

popular styles. Consequently, Muggleton (1 998, 2000), Redhead (1 993, 1997, 1 998), 

Polhemus (1994, 1996) and others have argued that the postmodern period is 

characterised by a loss of cultural meaning, a heightened sense of nostalgia, and a decline 

in personal authenticity. As a consequence, Redhead (1993, 1997) has suggested that 

earlier American or CCCS models of subculture are no longer appropriate for analysing 

subcultural expressions because they overstate the extent to which subcultures are able to 

(or even attempt to) effectively create authentic expressions of resistance or other in- 

group beliefs. 

Quite simply, if bricolage occurs so often within Western cultures-as a result of 

our integrative sensibilities toward cultural artefacts-resistance or any other subcultural 

concern can no longer be effectively encoded into homological styles. What a specific 

style communicates may be impossible to ascertain as there is not one truly dominant 

interpretation of the style either inside or outside of a subculture. If, as Polhemus (1994) 

suggests, there is a current gathering of the subcultural "tribes" and stylistic exchange 

between groups, authenticity is engulfed by a sea of mass-marketed commodities and 

images. In this supermarket of style (Polhemus 1994), individuals are fiee to select fiom 

a torrential flood of products to pastiche together hybrid styles. No longer does adorning 

oneself with a particular look signifL membership within a subculture, as mixed and 

ideologically neutralised versions of subcultural styles become public property (cf. Fiske 

19894 1989b). As Muggleton writes, "the logical consequence of this postmodern 

predilection to mix, match, and plunder is to create greater scope for the construction of 

individually unique looks" (1998, p.77). The only processes worth studying, then, 



become how styles are arranged on individual bodies, and the reasons why isolated 

individuals deliberately choose commodities in the construction of personal styles over 

time (Fiske 1992; Widdcombe & Wooffitt 1995). Therefore, what the subcultural style 

signifies is not only subject to multi-interpretation but multi-use. 

Related to this concern is the question of whether the measures (if any) 

subcultures invent to internally police the styles they fabricate are effective in retaining 

their style's authenticity in a commodity-based culture. Thornton's (1995) and Sardiello's 

(1998) statements on the complex processes by which members of subcultures are able to 

assess the authenticity bebind mass-marketed style aside, postmodemists refute any sense 

of subcultural integrity given the increasing interest in physical styles (Andes 1998). 

Subcultural boundaries are now k z y ,  permeated by anyone able to draw upon a series of 

physical props, language, and body movement to emulate the "original" subculture's 

style (Kratz & Reimer 1998; Muggleton 2000). Since identity in the postmodern era is 

defined by purchasing power, the consumption of signs, and imitation without 

understanding, being a genuine or "authentic" member of a subculture is not as important 

as looking like a subcultural member or symbolically aligning oneself with expressed 

ideologies of a subculture. Furthennore, if individuals are able to drop "in and out" of 

subcultures on regular basis by purchasing their styles, subcultures themselves are open 

for mass bricolage. 

The ramifications of postmodernist lines of inquiry on the study of subculture are 

unambiguous. First, for postrnodernists (like those at the CCCS), style is the dominant 

focus of investigation in subcultural research. Unlike the direction taken at the CCCS, 

however, postmodernists have become overwhelmingly concerned with individual style. 

Given this approach, we need not investigate the ways in which style becomes 

intersubjectively defined as meaningful, but rather the importance of style for isolated 

individuals living within broader consumer webs. Attending to the fiee-floating and 

unanchored nature of the self in Western cultures, emphasis is given to the ways in which 

individuals define (on a daily basis) identity through readily purchasable and quickly 

discarded styles (Evans 1997; Jameson 1991; Lash & Urry 1994; Miles et al. 1998). 

Again, understanding why and how individuals adopt styles (or, for that matter, 



homologies of style) is secondary. We would be led, then, to ignore the words of tattoo 

enthusiast Marc (32), who described his tattoo in the following way: 

I spent about three years trying to decide what I was going to be tattooed 

with. I have so many friends with tattoos and they all advised my to put a 

lot of time and effort into making the decision. So I went down to a couple 

of places [studios] in Calgary, talked to a couple of the guys to see what 

their artwork was like, and really thought about what captured my 

spirit ... After narrowing down my choices to three I spent two months 

weighing the pros and cons of each and chose one. I knew I would have 

the tattoo for the rest of my life, and I wanted something I wouldn't get 

tired with... it had to be something I could look at everyday and be 

comfortable with this being part of me. That's why I chose to have the 

maple leaf tattooed.. .I'm always going to be Canadian and it's something 

I'm proud of. 

In postmodernist research on style, semiotic understandings of how individuals 

experience postmodern "schizophrenia"-the transitory, conflicting, and confused self 

(Jameson 1991; Kellner 1992; MacCannell 1992Fare preferred. To be sure, 

postmodernist positions on the nature of subculture may very well sound a death knell for 

the concept within sociology. 

Second, when attention is turned toward collective lines of behaviour within the 

cultural sub-groups, postmodernists seem to be more interested in the effects of style on 

larger culture than interaction among subcultural participants (Muggleton 2000). The 

sociological relevance of any collectivity appears to be derived fiom the style(s) they 

generate and "offer" to others. Any phenomenological consideration of subculture is 

overlooked in favour of the social process of co-option occurring around their styles. 

Third, if we eschew the need to locate interacting individuals within contexts of group 

activity, individuals become nothing more than consumers weaving their way through 

advertisements, television programs, movies, and malls. Joined by little other than the 

activity of buying and circulating images via commodity consumption, social formations 

(however small or large) are not culturally meaningful for people but are simply conduits 



for creating and displaying postmodern realities. Again, the sentiments of tattoo 

enthusiasts such as Lucy (23) are unimportant: 

I've learned a lot about my tattoos by discussing them with other people. 

You know, fiom the very first time I started to think about being tattooed 

until today, so many other people have been involved with my 

tattoos.. .well, I mean that my tattoos are influenced by the "Traditional" 

tattoos my fiiends have. They got me thinking about 'traditional' as style, 

and after talking about the history of "Traditional" in North America, I 

really love the tattoos, totally. Now, I get so many people commenting on 

how cool they are.. .it's a wicked feeling to have your body art admired 

like that. And I think I look at my tattoos differently now, after having 

lived with them for five years, because every time I speak to one of my 

fiends or other people who are tattooed I learn something new about me 

and my tattoos. 

The ramifications, then, of postmodernist lines of inquiry on the study of tattooing 

appear to be three-fold. Closely paralleling Shilling's (1993) discussion of body projects, 

we are led to believe that the process of modifjmg the body through tattooing is best 

conceived as a hyper-individualistic yet fluidly meaningful practice. Motivations driving 

an individual to become tattooed, and the social relevance of the tattooing body project, 

are located in the individual's quest to purchase specific images pre-signified by their 

tattoos. Second, an immediately relevant area of investigation becomes the ways in which 

tattoo styles or images are co-opted and endlessly reconfigwed. The fodder of much 

recent debate among tattoo enthusiasts (M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001; T. Cohen 2000; 

DeMello 2000), this subject is, in fact, provocative and explosive. However, this subject 

is more appropriately subsumed under a more encompassing investigation of how 

specific tattoo styles retain identifiable meaning structures in Western cultures. I am 

particularly wary of reducing the socio-cultural significance of tattoo styles to the ways in 

which they are endlessly borrowed or stolen by enthusiasts in the contemporary era. 

Third, through my own involvement in tattooing as a client and a client- 

researcher, postmodernist theoretical understandings of identity creation and image 

exchange through subcultural style do not resonate in the data I have collected. Tattoo 



enthusiasts articulate their experiences with narratives which indicate a much deeper and 

interpersonal understanding of the tattooing process. Rejecting the idea that tattooing is 

merely a body project of fragmented individualism, tattoo enthusiasts describe their 

tattoos in ways which exude alternative understandings: 

I wouldn't say we [tattoo enthusiasts] are this one big happy family of 

people getting tatts [tattoos], but fiom all my years in the business I can 

tell you this. When someone meets another person with tattoos they have 

common ground. They can talk about their experiences and get together 

immediately ... It could be an ice-breaker at party or might be a way of 

meeting a guy at a club. But it's all about feeding off of one another and 

meeting people who you feel safe around.. .they're not going to judge you 

or nothing like that (Miles, 25, tattoo artist). 

I wouldn't say that I got tattooed for "just" me at all. When I got tattooed, 

I was with three of my closest fiends, right, and we had the same flowers 

tattooed on our bodies. We grew up in [town] together, and these flowers 

[points to tattoo] were painted all over the gym in our elementary school. 

It's reminds me of being a kid, and it being the happiest time of my life.. .I 

got it here Lpoints to left ankle], Betty had it tattooed on her right ankle, 

Cynthia had it done on her hip, and Kim got it on her shoulder. I love 

knowing my girls and I will always be together like that (Susan, 22, 

client). 

While these constructions are not created or confirmed on a "subcultural" level between 

all tattoo enthusiasts, we should not limit our sociological understanding of tattooing to 

hyper-individualism. Instead, as I argue in the following section, tattooing is more 

accurately perceived to be a process involving interdependencies between individuals. 

Re-conceptualising tattoo enthusiasts as a figuration rather than a subculture or life- 

world, attention is directed toward the ways in which individuals experience tattooing in 

highly interdependent ways. 



Tattooing: and Process-Sociolom: Figurations and Interdmendencies 

The work of Norbert Elias has been largely under-appreciated in most sociological sub- 

disciplines. Save for the exploration of Elias' work in the sociology of sport (cf. Dunning 

1999; Dunning & Rojek 1992; Elias & Dunning 1986; Maguire 1999), the tenets of Elias' 

process-sociology have only begun to be critically examined through empirical research. 

As Elias' work can be applied to a full spectrum of substantive sociological areas, one 

must wonder why North American sociologists have predominantly ignored the rich 

theoretical insights and propositions Elias developed fiom his early work in the 1920s, to 

the more refined and mature reflections contained in his material published in the 1980s 

and 1990s. 

The Nature of Human Interdependency 

Contrary to the notion that either human will or structure exclusively determines the 

course of human action, Elias (1978, 1991a, 1996) stressed that society is neither a 

simple composite of the emergent and independent action of disconnected individuals, 

nor the result of a grand structural patterning of intentional human behaviour manipulated 

by a few powerful individuals from which subcultures arise. Since neither an individual 

nor a social structure should be privileged when approaching how human group (social) 

life is constructed over time, Elias (1978, 1991a, 1991b, 1994) argues that what sociology 

requires is a conceptualisation of society that breaches the apparently irreconcilable gap 

between the existing conceptualisations of structure and action (cf. Dawe 1970). To do 

this, Elias employed the concepts of interdependencies andfigurations. 

Simply put, a Jiguration is a complex web of social relationships based on 

individual and group interdependencies-such as a family, a school, a workplace, a 

comunity, an economy, or a political sphere (Elias 1994). Elias describes a figuration as 

a grid of social networks, or as chains of interdependency (Elias 1994, p.208). In the 

sociological literature, such theorising shows considerable similarities to the attempts to 

bridge the agency/structure dichotomy by the analysis of mutliplex networks and network 

densities (Friday & Hage 1976; Krohn 1986; Laumann 1976). He suggests that 

individuals are best understood in mutual (but not necessarily equal) relationships, as 

homines aperti (Elias 1978, 1991a, 1994). In studying humans in the mutually-related 



and mutually-oriented sense he moves away from strict analyses of the situated actor or 

all encompassing social structures, and toward individuals in the plural rather than 

singular sense: 

The network of interdependencies among human beings is what binds 

them together. Such interdependencies are the nexus of what is here called 

the figuration, a structure of mutually-oriented and dependent people. 

Since people are more or less dependent on each other, first by nature and 

then by social learning, through education, socialisation, and socially 

generated reciprocal needs, they exist, one might venture to say, only as 

pluralities, only in figurations (Elias 1994, p.214). 

Given these conceptualisations of human group life, process-sociologists contend 

that sociologists would benefit by abandoning mainstay conceptualisations of society in 

favour of the study of interdependent human agents (Elias 1991a, 1994; Dunning 1999; 

Maguire 1993, 1999; Sheard 1999). To this end, Elias advocates what may be loosely 

compared to Kasarda and Janowitz's notion of a systemic model of societies in which "a 

community is viewed as a complex system of friendship and kinship networks and formal 

and informal social associational ties rooted in family life and ongoing socialization 

processes" (1994, p.329). Elias was not the first theorist to use the term or concept of 

interdependence (cf. Durkheim 1951); however, he provides the most sustained and 

empirically-based arguments on the importance of human interdependencies by placing 

the concept at the centre of his theory rather than as a conceptual footnote. 

Process-sociologists are principally concerned with how figurations change over 

time, by examining how the form and content of human interdependencies develop in 

both anticipated and unanticipated manners. This is what Elias refers to (in very general 

terms) as the study of sociogenesis (Elias 1994, p.156). But a critical point that Elias 

makes is that in studying the development of interdependent human existence, 

sociologists have typically jettisoned the need to study psychological development within 

specific figurations (Elias 1994, xiii). To remedy this tendency, Elias questions how an 

individuals' changing location(s) in a figuration, or what I refer to as Jigurational 

embeddedness, has an influence on the construction of their personality structures: 



The web of social relations in which the individual lives during his more 

impressionable phase, during childhood and youth, imprints itself upon his 

unfolding personality where it has its counterpart in the relationship 

between his controlling agencies, super-ego and ego, and his libidinal 

impulses. The resulting balance between controlling agencies and drives 

on a variety of levels determines how an individual person steers himself 

in his relations with others; it determines that which we call, according to 

taste, habits, complexes, or personality structure (Elias 1994, pp.454-455). 

Discussed throughout Elias' work as "the hinge," he argues that with the study of 

sociogenesis must come the study of psychogenesis; simply, the study of how habituses 

develop in particular figurations over time (Elias 1991a, p. 182). The result is a more 

complex understanding of how social, cultural, and biological factors interweave: 

The structures of the human psyche, the structures of human society and 

the structures of human history are indissolubly complementary, and can 

only be studied in conjunction with each other. They do not exist and 

move in reality with the degree of isolation assumed by current research. 

They form, with other structures, the subject matter of a single human 

science (Elias 1991% p.36). 

For Elias, while individuals are born with certain innate drives and impulses (e.g., 

anger, aggression, fear, sexual desire, and excitement) these drives are largely influenced 

over the life course by an actor's social position and biography in a figuration (Elias 

1994). Unlike other sociological theories which tend to portray these biological 

tendencies as completely muted or constant after a point in the life course (cf. 

Gottfredson & Hirschi 1990), Elias argues-akin to Sampson & Laub (1993,2001)-that 

both unlearned and learned personality characteristics are mouldable over time. 

Therefore, we must look to the chains of interdependency bonding individuals together in 

social figurations (e.g., family, school, peers, leisure, and work relations) and the 

anticipated or unanticipated impact of these chains on personality structures throughout 

life. Van Krieken captures the importance of simultaneously studying interdependency, 

figurations, sociogenesis, and psychogenesis quite well: 



The structure of human life could only be understood if human beings 

were conceptualised as interdependent rather than autonomous, 

comprising what he [Elias] calls figurations rather than social systems or 

structures, and as characterised by socially specific forms of habitus, or 

personality-structure. He emphasised seeing human beings in the plural 

rather than the singular, as part of collectivities, of groups and networks, 

and stressed that their very identity as unique individuals only existed 

within and through those networks of figurations (1998, p.55). 

Tattoo Enthusiasts as Interdependent Actors 

Rather than launching into a lengthy discussion of Elias' description of social figurations, 

they are best understood through empirical description. Elias (1978, 1994) used the 

example of a dance to describe a figuration, but I believe extended examples more fully 

address the theoretical potency of his ideas. In developing a preliminary case for 

considering how and why tattoo enthusiasts comprise a figuration of interrelated social 

actors, I have bracketed the initial nature of enthusiasts' interdependencies into two major 

components: becoming tattooed as a process, and, relationship chains in tattooing. In the 

sections below, I provide an analyhcal overview of these components as a means of 

initiating a larger discussion of how sociogenic transformations both inside and outside of 

the tattoo figuration play roles in altering enthusiasts7 tattooing habituses, how 

individuals actively choose tattooing as a redesign body project, and how individuals 

construct narratives about their tattooing projects over time. 

I. Becoming Tattooed as a Process 

In the previous Chapter, I commented that upon first inspection, the tattoo enthusiasts I 

encountered in the course of the research appeared to share little in common other than 

the actual physical process of being tattooed. This does, however, serve as the very basic 

chain of interdependency forming the first fiagrnents of the figuration. We could not 

commence an analysis of contemporary tattooing practices in Canada without this 

recognition-as trivial or taken-for-granted as it may seem. 



The actual process of tattooing has changed only minimally over the past one 

hundred and ten years. The electric tattoo machine invented by Samuel O'Reilly in 1891 

has been modified only slightly, and the inks used in the process slightly diversified (i.e., 

range and quality of colours). For the most part, though, the ways in which tattoos are 

administered in Canada are barely different than in previous eras. Let's focus on the 

tattoo machine as an example (see Figure 4.1). A tattoo machine operates like a sewing 

machine. A needle, or a combination of needles, are soldered unto a bar which is encased 

in a steel tube. The tube is attached to a bar running underneath the transistors of the 

tattoo machine which regulate the current supplied by the external power source. 

FIGURE 4.1 -Electric Tattoo Machine (Spaulding 1988) 

When electric current is sent into the machine, the needles rapidly move up and down 

through the tube, barely poking out of its tip. The tattoo machine is held in the hand, the 

artist dips the tips of the needles into colours stored in small ink caps, and the machine is 

moved across the skin to perform the tattooing. The needles penetrate the skin, and ink 

seeps into the subcutaneous holes created by the needles. Perforating the skin at about 

1116~~ of an inch, the needles are pushed deep enough into the skin to prevent the ink 

fiom "bleeding out," but not so deep as to mulch the skin or mute the ink's appearance by 

layers of thick skin. With the exception of individuals who choose traditional "tribal" 

methods of tattooing (i.e., hand poking or tapping, where larger needles are inserted into 

the skin manually) or are tattooed in prison contexts (i.e., using a variation of hand 

poking), the vast majority of Canadians are tattooed via the standard electric method. In 



this research, only two (3%) of the individuals interviewed had experience with hand 

poking or another method of tattooing. Thus, enthusiasts share the "electric experience" 

as perhaps the most elementary tie binding them together. 

However, by exploring how enthusiasts begin to interact with others who are 

tattooed (particularly during the initial stages of the process), we see how they venture 

down a series of common interactive pathways that go beyond the simple application 

technique. For instance, prior to participating in the act of tattooing, individuals generally 

undertake a several-pronged "fact-finding" mission about the process. For the most part, 

people know very little about the physical process of being tattooed before they 

participate in the body project for the first time. Unlike cosmetic surgery body projects 

(Davis 1994, 1997a; Dull & West 1991; Gillespie 1 %6), people do not (typically) consult 

with the individual administering the tattoo in order to review the process in detail. 

Instead, clients may sporadically pose random questions about the process to close 

fiiends (or, in some cases, artists): 

I knew a bit about tattooing but couldn't tell you how it was actually done, 

and that worried me a bit. Truly it did. Three of my fiiends have tattoos so 

I asked each of them about how it feels and all that stuff about healing. 

They couldn't tell me much though. I guess it's something you have to 

learn as you go through it, but I just wanted to have my mind put at 

ease ... especially about how much it hurt and how to take care of it 

afterward (Susan, 2 1, client). 

The first question people who are new to this ask, and I'm sure you've 

heard this before, is, 'how much does it hurt"-usually right before I'm 

going to hit them with the needle for the first line. I get really sick of 

answering that question, but you have to be cool with people because you 

understand that they're scared about needles and the pain and all that. 

They don't know what it feels like to be tattooed.. .they may want a tattoo 

but have no idea what to expect. It's not like going to get your hair cut or 

something. People know there's blood involved, so they want to know 



about the pain. I just tell them it's not bad, and most people handle it with 

no major convulsions (Jimmy, 24, tattoo artist). 

Sometimes, travelling to a tattoo studio with a fiiend and sitting in while they are tattooed 

provides a prospective client with some preliminary knowledge about the practice: 

I went down with my best fiend Carmen when she had the band [barbed 

wire] done around her arm, and it really set my mind at ease. I got to talk 

with the artist for a while and I saw what he was doing.. .a lot better than 

even Carmen got to see! He went through the procedure with me, so I 

knew what to expect when I was going to go in (Rosalyn, 22, client). 

Thus, for individuals commencing their quests into tattooing, an almost universal search 

for some cursory knowledge about the physical process is initiated. 

Another central feature in the fact-finding mission involves locating a suitable 

tattoo artist. The individuals interviewed in this research indicated four main ways in 

which an artist is located and then selected (see Figure 4.2). The most common method 

of acquiring knowledge about a specific tattoo artist and selecting them for the project 

(49% of the clients interviewed) is through a referral fiom a tattooed fiend: 

I knew about Sean [tattoo artist] because four of my fiends were tattooed 

by him. They raved about his work and how nice he was, and I've seen 

their tattoos, and they're done well. There's a whole whack of shops in 

town, but I figured since he was highly recommended by my friends, 

that's good enough for me (Kurt, 22, client). 

The second most common reason for selecting a particular artist is the rate they charge 

for the service. Nineteen of the clients (29%) stated that the price of tattoo, as quoted by 

an artist was the determining factor. As artists vary in the amounts they charge (i.e., 

either by the hour or the size of the tattoo), some clients engage in a considerable amount 

of price-shopping. This continues to be fiowned upon by tattoo artists, but a key 

consideration for neophyte enthusiasts nonetheless. The tattoo artist Jimmy (24) 

commented: 

Well, if I had five bucks for every person who went down the wall of flash 

[in his studio] and asked, "how much is this.. .well, how much is this 

one.. .okay, what about this one?" get pissed by that, but people try to 



negotiate and haggle prices all the time. It's mostly people who don't 

know the score about tattooing, and don't realise that a thirty dollar tattoo 

looks like a thirty dollar tattoo. ..You get all kinds [of customers]. From 

teenage girls who come in with three of their fiiends asking if they could 

get a discount if they were all tattooed, or a guy who tells you one of your 

competitors said he'd do the same tattoo for fifty bucks less. Whatever the 

case, I tell them to beat it.. .I will never figure out why people try to find 

the best price when they're going to have their tattoos for the rest of their 

lives. 

Compare the sentiments above to a client who stated: 

Why should I pay the most for the same tattoo? ... I mean the one I have 

isn't complicated. I really don't care how famous the artist is or anything 

like that. I thought I shouldn't be paying more than a hundred dollars for 

it, and I searched around town until a found a guy who would do it for 

under that (Clarice, 26, client). 

The third most common route for finding an artist is based on the location of the 

artist's studio. Nine of the clients interviewed (14%) chose to be tattooed in studios that 

were close to their respective places of residence. Sanders (1989) suggested some time 

ago that individuals will likely select a tattoo artist who operates out of a studio in or near 

their neighbourhoods. Learning about the studio by walking or driving past becomes the 

only criteria for the selection-perhaps strictly out of convenience: 

I walked past Sacred Heart about five times a day, on the way in and out 

of my apartment. I live right down the block and I've looked into the 

studio hundreds of times.. .When I committed myself to tattooing, I just 

walked down the street and starting talking to the artist there. It was really 

simple and hassle fiee (Yvonne, 26, client). 

The fourth most common method of learning about and then selecting a particular artist is 

through an inspection of the artist's work. Five clients interviewed in this research 

suggested that the reputation (i.e., for high quality art) of the tattoo artist dictated their 

selection. Again, informal fiendship networks are key sources of information here. More 

frequently, however, people will examine artists' portfolios (readily available in the 



lobbies of tattoo studios) as a means of assessing their abilities. Assessing the "quality" 

of the artwork generally involves an examination of an artist's portfolio to see if the 

colours used in the tattoos displayed are vibrant, the designs are complex and creative, 

and the lines are clear and smooth: 

I know these guys [artists] probably put their absolute best work in the 

albums up front, but there's no better way to see what a guy can do. I 

wouldn't have done it any other way.. .I wanted to have some northwest 

Native Indian work on my back, and searched around until I found Kris. 

He's a master in that style, and you could tell right away fiom the pictures 

of his tattoos. I didn't care how much he charged, I just wanted my tattoos 

to be as good as that (Sandra, 34, client). 

F'IGURE 4.2 - Selecting a Tattoo Artist 

Referral 
Rate 
Location 

Where individuals typically participate in one of the above methods of locating 

and selecting an artist, they similarly pass through common processes in scheduling and 

experiencing a tattoo appointment. For instance, while some studios allow for "walk-ins," 

most studios require that clients schedule appointments (usually one to five weeks in 

advance) and provide down payments to secure their appointment (ten to twenty-five 

percent of the total cost of the tattoo). Clients are also regularly asked to arrive anywhere 



IYom thzrty minutes to one hour before their appointments, and are asked to sign a consent 

waiver before the process commences: 

I ask people to sign a waiver just because you have to cover your ass.. .in 

case someone is allergic and doesn't know it, if they have some medical 

condition, or like, if their body is going to react weirdly to the ink. Also, 

it's about making them declare that they are over the age of eighteen.. .All 

the consent form is really about is just a way of making them sign a sheet 

saying they're aware of the dangers and that they're doing this under their 

own fiee will (Jones, 27, tattoo artist). 

The bulk of in-depth ethnographic research on tattooing (e.g., Sanders 1989; St. Clair & 

Govenar 1981; Steward 1990) details the minute processes involved in securing and 

initially experiencing an appointment along these (and similar) lines. Describing the 

everyday interactions unfolding in tattooing studios, a thick account of how individuals 

become first involved in the physical practice is furnished. 

In the participant observation phases of the research I also noted that artist 

fabricate standard "routines" for tattooing their clients. When I asked tattoo artists about 

the rituals involved in tattooing their clients, they agreed that standard ways of interacting 

with clients become conscious and unconscious habit. For instance, clients are told to sit 

in tattoo chairs in particular ways (i.e., depending upon what segment of the body is 

being tattooed), given a briefing about the technical aspects of the procedure (e.g., 

sterilisation procedures), and provided with detailed instructions for aftercare (e.g., daily 

regimen to maximize the skin's retention of ink and minimise the possibility of 

infection). Moreover, they are spoken to frequently during the process (i.e., small talk and 

humour to reduce clients' nervousness), encouraged to vocalise their pain (i.e., as a 

means of helping clients manage their identities), advised to maintain steady and deep 

breaths (i.e., to avoid fainting), and given opportunities throughout the procedure to stop 

for a brief period (e.g., three to five minutes to rest and recoup). As a way of bolstering 

client's feelings of accomplishment and pride after the process, one tattoo artist I hung 

around with at Endurance always recited the same humorous speech to clients: 

Congratulations, and welcome to the club. We have meetings every 

Tuesday night at Desperado's nightclub. Knock three times at the back 



door, and flash them your tattoo to get in. Just tell them shaky Pete the 

tattoo artist sent you (Doug, 26, tattoo artist). 

Routinely drawing upon what works well, artists create and adjust scripts for interaction. 

Resembling what Schutz (1967) might call "typifications" or what Garfinkel (1967) 

might refer to as "objectifications," artists forge routine verbal and physical scripts to 

lead their clients through the process. Clients, therefore, experience various segments of 

the actual tattooing process in rather uniform ways. Illustrating the ways in which clients 

are connected to one another through chains of interdependency, artists have concocted 

standard or typical ways of interacting with them based on their cumulative past 

encounters. As M. Atkinson (2000a) notes through research on the ticket scalping 

community in Canada, formulating categorical understandings of clients is a mainstay 

aspect of conducting any commercial business. Each client, then, unknowingly (and 

sometimes knowingly) enters into a set of pre-established interdependencies and 

scenarios of interaction pre-dating their involvement in the practice. 

Finally, clients also experience a common process of physical pain and healing in 

tattooing. While felt and expressed in varying degrees (i.e., depending on one's overall 

health, threshold for pain, and previous experience with tattooing-as well as location of 

the body being tattooed, size of the tattoo, number of needles used in the process, speed 

of the tattoo machine, and audience witnessing the event), physical discomfort is 

relatively inescapable in the procedure. Described by clients through terms such as a 
ubuming,w "irritating,39 u scraping," "pinching," or "cutting," the subject of pain in 

tattooing is an ongoing concern for tattoo enthusiasts. A factor preventing some 

individuals fiom dabbling in the body project, once pain is met and managed in the 

process, clients seem to be more comfortable with the practice. A tattoo enthusiast named 

Jill (34), stated that: 

I don't think of myself as a wimp or anytlung like that, but I was nervous 

about how much I thought tattooing was going to hurt. . ..the first few 

lines, and maybe the first half hour kind of smarted a bit, but after that it 

was pretty easy to sit through ... Now, I don't consider the pain at 

d.. .that's not going to stop me from covering my body. 



Artists will not (generally) mislead their clients about the pain involved in tattooing, 

neither downplaying nor exaggerating the physical trauma involved. Viewed, however, as 

a sacred part of being tattooed and as a mark of one's commitment (i.e., the ability to 

endure pain), pain is lauded as a distinguisher between "serious" clients and "wannabes": 

I think tattooing is not for everybody, and probably too good for most 

people, and how someone deals with pain is a good indicator of how deep 

they will become involved. I think, that it's not too painful to sit through, 

so people will do it, but painful enough that a lot of people are scared 

away.. .it's like a Zen balancing act in that way (Ed, 29, tattoo artist). 

Af€er the process is complete, and the person has passed through the physical pain 

involved in being tattooed, a healing period (between seven and twelve days) is endured. 

The abrasions, cuts, scabs, and bruises quickly fade away and the skin heals. Following 

only the most rudimentary practices (e.g., no swimming, no direct exposure to the sun, 

washing once per day with mild soap, and applying aloe or a salve to the skin three times 

per day), the tattoo will (in most cases) heal without complication: 

Some people fie& out when they start to see their skin flaking off and 

think their bodies are rejecting the ink or they're having an allergic 

reaction. Even though we go through the procedure for after care with 

everyone, and they all receive our sheet of instructions, about three out of 

every ten calls that come into the shop everyday are about 

healing.. .whether that's a general question by someone who is thinking 

about tattooed or someone who is healing and some condition they are 

experiencing isn't listed on the sheet I gave them.. .it's usually nothing, 

right. Like a pimple from all the cream, or an area where you went too 

deep and it's scarred up a bit (Phil, 24, tattoo artist). 

Aftercare is nothing. I was all womed after my first tattoo, and treated it 

like I'd been shot or something. It's so stupid, your body is so much 

tougher than that. If you just use your commonsense, your skin is really 

resilient, so, no problems. I've been tattooed four times now, and I'm 



learning what works best for me as I go, and a tattoo artist or one of your 

buddies just can't tell you that (Kevin, 25, client). 

In sum, clients commonly experience several pathways or trajectories in the 

processes of arranging to be, and becoming, tattooed. By experiencing similar corporeal 

and interactive practices, preliminary links between individuals' body modification 

practices are formed. Just as individuals who participate in cosmetic surgery are 

collectively tied to one another in the reproduction and reafha t ion  of class or gender- 

based codes about sexuality and corporeal aesthetics (Dull & West 1991; Gillespie 1996), 

tattoo enthusiasts are linked together by their common experiences in this form of body 

redesign. In creating a series of interdependencies between artists an their clients, the first 

strands of the figuration are forged. 

11. Relationship Chains 

The loose chains formed between artists and clients through the processes noted above 

are welded into tighter interpersonal bonds as relationships begin to take shape around (or 

are affected by) tattooing body projects. Preliminary relationships between artists and 

clients are based on the physical act of tattooing (i.e., one takes the role of the artist and 

the other, the role of the client). Tattoo artists and clients are mutually dependent upon 

one another since artists cannot parlay their flair for tattooing into a profession unless 

clients can be secured on an ongoing basis, and clients may not fulfil their desires to 

modify their flesh (in most cases) without the expertise of a tattoo artist. Personal 

involvement in the practice, however, tends to have a ripple effect in one's relationships 

both inside and outside of the tattoo figuration. Simply put, involvement in tattooing 

alters one's interdependencies among tattoo enthusiasts and non-enthusiasts alike. 

Importantly, when individuals participate more extensively in tattooing, they can 

become immediately recognizable to others as an enthusiast. To this end, some of the 

individuals I encountered deliberately wear tank-top shirts, shorts, or other revealing 

articles of clothing to show-off their tattoos. Clients interviewed often expressed such 

display as a means of sending out a co~lununicative beacon to like-minded others: 

When I'm out and about and people roll up on me and comment on my 

tattoos I like that. I wouldn't wear sleeveless shirts if I didn't. Seeing 



someone else with heavy coverage is always cool for me. I go right up to 

people who are showing off their tattoos and ask them about where 

[studios] they were inked and who did them.. .I kind of think about it like 

a port in a storm. You're weaving your way through life and every once in 

a while you meet somebody by accident and you hook up with them 

immediately because you feel comfortable with how they look. After you 

get inside their heads, you h d  out they're a lot like you, they've been 

through the same stuff and can relate to you (Stu, 27, client). 

Similarly, hanging out in tattoo studios and displaying one's "work" to heavily tattooed 

others is utilised as a method of meeting fellow enthusiasts: 

Sometimes I just want to talk to somebody who likes tattoos as much as 

me. So I go down and talk to some of the guys who go to Sacred Heart. 

We just lean on the counter for a while and flip through tattoo magazines 

or something.. .some days I really miss hanging out with the guys there, 

and can't wait until Saturday when I have a day off from work (Pete, 23, 

client). 

As this process occurs, studios become known for the specific types of patrons serviced, 

and thereby transform into informal hang-outs for these patrons. For example, the tattoo 

studio Hard Luck in Calgary is an informal meeting place for Skaters and Ravers in the 

area who share common interests in tattooing and broader world-views as well: 

Whenever a rave is coming to town, you can be sure that there will be ads 

posted at Hard Luck or some kind of pamphlets or something. Most of my 

good fiiends will meet there before a rave too, and organise how we are 

going to get there and sort out who brings what [drugs]. . .it's a "friendly" 

place for us Ravers, a place where no one will judge us or give us grief for 

hanging around and talking about music or the Rave scene. Plus, like 

twenty of us have been tattooed there, and know the guys [artists] really 

well, so whenever we go in, it's like, one of us is getting tattooed (Davey, 

22, client). 

Therefore, in this case, the tattoo studio is utilised as an interactive context in which 

social relationships are cultivated over time. 



A sigmficant portion of the contemporary groundswell in tattooing practices may 

also be explained through formation of relationships inside of the figuration. First, as 

enthusiasts become more deeply involved in tattooing and incorporate their corporeal 

transformations more centrally in their respective self-conceptualisations, individuals 

typically depend upon fellow enthusiasts for positive affirmation. Existing in a state of 

mutual dependency, enthusiasts turn into advocates of tattooing-not as fanatics who 

exhibit prejudices toward non-tattooed others, but as lobbyists for increased cultural 

acceptance of and respect for the body project. Encouraging others to be more tolerant of 

tattooing, attempting to dispel long-standing cultural stereotypes about tattoo enthusiasts, 

and stirring future participation among current enthusiasts, tattoo enthusiasts often 

become lobbyists of the body project: 

I don't hesitate to encourage other people to do it. I think it's the most 

beautiful thing you can do with your body. It's a way of making your skin 

into artwork that reflects your very soul.. .I never thought about it that way 

until a close fiiend of mine went through a long battle with cancer and was 

tattooed to reclaim her body's aesthetic spirit. I started to reflect about her 

and found myself fascinated with some of the art the artists are capable of 

now. It's amazing, it really is.. .and I tell everybody that (June, 45, client). 

Second, the increased participation of one individual (i.e., and their advocacy 

efforts) creates a domino effect inside and outside of the figuration. llmty-two (49%) of 

the clients interviewed stated that they first began to ponder the viability of being tattooed 

following a discussion about tattooing with one of their tattooed fiiends, co-workers, or 

family members. Not articulating their initial contemplations about tattooing as the 

product of being passionately recruited by others, individuals expressed a sense of 

influence from others who possessed favourable definitions of tattooing. Akin to 

Sutherland's (1937) landmark analysis of how favourable definitions of behaviour are 

disseminated through social interaction, then, exposure to pro-tattooing definitions can 

key in stimulating an individual to consider the body project of tattooing: 

I don't think I would have any tattoos at all unless my fiiends did. They 

were responsible for my first thoughts about tattoo art, and were my role 

models, really. It's not like I followed them blindly. I mean, I am my own 



person, but when the people all around you are tattooed, you can't help 

think about it all the time (Erin, 27, client). 

The relevancy of the informal advocacy process appears to be found in the ways in which 

individuals are linked together through relationships chains and networks. Thus, the 

number of tattoo enthusiasts in Canada may be growing as a result of the sheer number of 

people routinely exposed with pro-tattooing definitions of the body-exponentially 

multiplying the pool of enthusiasts in Canada over time. Contrary to Shilling's (1993), 

Kleese's (1999) or Sweetman's (1999) understanding of body projects such as tattooing 

as highly individualistic and isolated practices, enthusiasts involved in this study 

suggested that their involvement in tattooing is highly linked to significant others' 

involvement in the practice. Furthermore, seventy-six (82%) of the enthusiasts 

interviewed were tattooed with a close fiend, partner, or fellow enthusiast present in the 

studio-indicating that enthusiasts tend to include other enthusiasts in their experiences 

with tattooing. 

Third, we may partially explain the heightened interest in tattooing experiences by 

attending to the interpersonal relationships formed between artists in the figuration. A 

core subject in much of the extant sociological literature on the practice, relationships 

between artists are pivotal in creating a sense of "community'' within the figuration. 

While DeMello (2000), Rubin (1988), and Sanders (1989) explicitly state that the 

figuration is splintered by social class, stylistic preferences, territorial competition, and 

artistic envy, Canadian artists seem to be a "friendlier" and more encouraging lot. Artists 

in Canada actively circulate one another's business cards to clients, post stickers in their 

studios advertising others' business, refer clients to one another, and find jobs for their 

apprentices in other studios. They also teach one another about specific techniques, 

exchange "secrets" for shading or other colouring techniques, and provide tips on how to 

physically set up shop and formally manage clients on a daily basis: 

My best fiends in the entire world are other tattoo artists. I'd do anything 

for most of thern...whatever they need in the way of promotion or 

anything like that. When you do this for a living, you naturally meet others 

in the business, and it's that much sweeter when you can get along with 

people who love it like you do.. .I have no problem doing a solid [favour] 



for one of my fiends. Like last week, one of the guys at Pleasure and Pain 

called me up to ask if he could "borrow" some of this new ink I'd ordered 

and I said, sure. He's giving me a hand building a new [tattoo] machine, 

which is pretty cool, so it's no skin off my nose (Harland, 26, tattoo artist). 

Linking together efforts to promote the efficient and smooth operation of the 

business of tattooing, artists develop working relationships with one another. On a 

personal level, however, working relationships frequently morph into close friendships 

outside of the studios. My fiend and tattoo artist Jack, stated that, to be successll a 

person "has to live, eat, and sleep tattooing." Being engrossed in the practice, artists find 

solace in hanging around with other artists who are able to share and understand their 

commitment to the art. In this way, the personal relationships formed between artists 

provide structural pillars for the figuration. With increased collegiality among artists and 

collective c o ~ t m e n t  to the practice, their exuberance and devotion to tattooing is 

transformed into chains of professional interdependencies inside the figuration. In turn, 

clients enter into a professional setting, characterised by communication and mutual 

respect. 

Bonds Outside of the Tattoo Figuration 

Participation in the activity of tattooing does not always engender favourable responses 

fiom others. For clients, in particular, venturing into the realm of tattooing may pose a 

series of threats or risks to one's relationships with individuals outside of the figuration. 

Although tattooing has acquired a heightened respect (or perhaps indifference) fiom non- 

enthusiasts in Western cultures the past twenty years (cf. M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001; 

Myers 1997; Vail 1999), cultural stereotypes and distastes toward the tattooed body still 

prevent some (at least for a period of time) from participating in the body project: 

I waited a long time to be tattooed. I didn't want to walk through a mall 

and have people staring and pointing at me. I know it may sound foolish, 

but I couldn't get the idea that people would treat me like a carnival freak 

out of my head. My family all called me crazy, and asked me if I was 

dating a criminal whenever I discussed doing it.. .that really dissuaded me 

fiom doing it for a long time (Sandra, 34, client). 



Similarly, in fearing that generalised others will interpret their interest in tattooing as 

sadomasochism, involvement in a criminal subculture, a sign of disrepute, a corporeal 

abomination, or some other deviant fancy, enthusiasts may go to great lengths to hide 

their tattoos fiom others and "pass" (Goffman 1963) as normal: 

I've never shown my tattoos to anyone at the office. I can't even imagine 

how my boss would fieak out, because I work with our customers and 

clients on a daily basis and he would probably fire me on the spot. So, 1'11 

never go into work, even on the hottest days, with short-sleeve shirts or a 

shorts on.. .that would be crazy. If there's even the slightest chance that 

the tattoos might show through my clothes, I buy this skin-coloued 

bandage to cover them, and no one, so far, has noticed (Gwen, 27, client). 

For the most part, the fear of presenting one's tattoos to others is mainly fuelled 

by the potential deleterious reactions fiom three main groups: family members, close 

fiends, and superiors at work (see Chapter 7). First and foremost, enthusiasts are 

principally concerned with negative reactions fiom their parents, and the potential 

detriment to their familial relationships. Enthusiasts often described their parents as 

conservative, holding values that oppose body practices which permanently alter the skin 

in such a manner. Twenty (3 1%) of the clients suggested that they refrained fiom being 

tattooed for years to avoid the potential "wrath" from parents-waiting to become 

involved in tattooing until they had moved out of their parents' houses. Tlmty-two (49%) 

of the clients interviewed stated that they concealed their tattoos fiom their parents for 

some period (at least one month), and twelve of these individuals have never revealed 

their tattoo(s) to their parents. This seemed to be more applicable to female enthusiasts, 

as they felt more constrained by dominant cultural expectations about tattooing and 

gendered codes about corporeal alteration supported by their parents: 

My dad would kill me if he ever found out. The entire time I was sitting in 

the chair [being tattooed] I cried because I thought my dad was going to 

hate me when he saw it.. .To this day, I won't wear a bathing suit around 

him because he'd see it and probably disown me. I've always been 

daddy's little girl and I think he'd look at me like a prostitute. He's always 



told me how much he hates tattoos and associates them with the guys in 

pool halls he used to grow up around (Sadie, 24, client). 

Nine of the clients interviewed (14%) stated that their increased participation in tattooing 

had "seriously" strained relationships with one or both parents, and seven of the artists 

interviewed (26%) experienced a complete severance of a relationship with some family 

member as a result of their participation in the profession: 

My mom stopped talking to me the day I told her I was quitting my job at 

the bank and becoming a tattoo artist. I had a couple of tattoos at the time, 

but she seemed to have no problems with those. To her, it's a whole other 

ball game now. She can't tell anybody what her son is doing for a living, 

because she's ashamed of me, and says I'm throwing my life away for a 

bunch of hoodlums. I know I'm practically dead to her (Steven, 23, tattoo 

artist). 

Clients and artists equally discussed how their body markings altered 

relationships with close friends who have not partaken in the practice. Some friends met 

the tattoos with a mix of fascination and confusion, others with outright condemnation. 

In most cases, enthusiasts do not hide their tattoos from their fiends as they do parents, 

opening the door for considerable and myriad reactions. Negative reactions were 

simultaneously understandable yet perplexing for enthusiasts (see Chapter 7). On the one 

hand, negative reactions were understood if they expressed a lack of congruence between 

the friend's understanding of the individual (i.e., as normative, conservative, or 

introverted) and their tattooed body, or were encoded with an underlying jealousy: 

Some of my friends kept on saying to me, '1 can't believe you, I can't 

believe you." They always saw me as the timid and shy girl who would 

never do anything like this. But I shocked the hell out of them, by showing 

them exactly who I am. This is me, this is who I am and I don't feel like I 

have to live up to anyone's expectations about what I should or shouldn't 

do with my body (Roma, 23, client). 

My one fiiend Kate is so jealous, I know she is. She's always yapped and 

yapped about getting a tattoo but hasn't screwed up enough courage to go 



and do it.. .So, when she saw me at the bar the first weekend after I had it 

done, she flipped out. I came in wearing a shirt that showed off my 

stomach and because the tattoo is around my belly button you could see it 

right there.. .she hasn't spoken to me in almost a year (Karen, 20, client). 

On the other hand, negative reactions and the weakening of bonds between fiiends were 

confounding when an individual believed that the negative reactions had no basis or 

highlighted deep-seeded ideological differences which could not be reconciled: 

When my friend Art saw my Straightedge tattoo he look at me a couple of 

times right in the eyes and didn't say anyth~~~g,  at first. Then he started to 

rip into me about being a hypocrite and all that stupidity. He doesn't 

know, he hasn't been there like me. He hangs around with a lot of the 

same guys as me, and knew what a Straightedge tattoo means. It means 

that I've cleaned up my life and am not smoking drugs anymore, no 

drinking, or nothing that will pollute my body. He's still into that scene, so 

I think it took my statement [the tattoo] as an insult (Carl, 26, client). 

Finally, the extent of enthusiasts' participation in tattooing can be dictated by 

their professional aspirations or current employment situations. As tattooed bodies are not 

normative in most work settings, enthusiasts may select locations on the body to be 

tattooed that are easily concealable (e.g., upper arms, lower back, thighs, chest, or 

abdomen). This precludes tattooing on the neck, hands, forearms, feet, and other 

locations regularly exposed in the work setting (see Chapter 7). Fearing reprisal from 

superiors or outright dismissal, the moral atmosphere at work largely influences one's 

involvement in the body project: 

The place where I work, we still have policies about body art. You can't 

have it on your face or anywhere else that's visible with "normal" business 

attire. So, I'm filling in all the areas where you can't see a tattoo right 

away! That's not going to stop me at all, but it certainly does limit my 

choices.. .Sometimes, I get angry because I feel like they're breaking my 

constitutional right to be whoever I want to be, and do what I want with 

my body, but they sign my cheques so I have to dance to their tune 

(Rachel, 3 5, client). 



In conforming and reproducing dominant cultural prescriptions outlining normative 

standards body alteration and corporeal display, while underlining the importance of 

work relationships and material prosperity in Western cultures, more involved (i.e., 

tattooed) enthusiasts describe their work-related responsibilities as highly constraining: 

I'm of the mindset now that I want a full sleeve of tattoos. I have two 

already on my back, and since I've been reading tattoo magazines I can't 

believe the incredible art that goes into a full sleeve, so I want one. The 

possibilities are endless, and it's a way to really get into the art and create 

something unique for yourself. Well, of yourself, I guess. The stuff is 

crazy cool, but there's no way I can do it because it would peek out at 

work and I would get in shit. Basically, I have to quit my job if I want to 

do it (Ryan, 28, client). 

Reminiscent of Hathaway's (1997a, 1997b) research on managing one's usage of 

marijuana while "on the job," or K. Young & Craig's (1997) discussion of importance of 

concealing visible markers of one's membership in the Skinhead subculture at work, 

individuals learn how and when to explore an interest in non-normative practices within 

occupational settings. 

In sum, relationships both inside and outside of the tattoo figuration are formed, 

cultivated, and altered through one's participation in tattooing. Lengthening or shortening 

one's chains of interdependency with others' (individually and collectively) participation 

in the body project over time may shift and redefine one's social relationships, identities, 

and responsibilities. Conceptualising the body project of tattooing in this way, we begin 

to consider how a seemingly isolated and privatised act is firmly based on mutual 

dependence, orientation, and foresight. 

In many ways, then, the concept of interdependence calls for an alternative 

understanding of tattoo enthusiasts in the current era. Rather than hinging the analysis of 

tattoo enthusiasts on the conceptual lynchpin of subculture, direction in this analysis is 

taken from Elias' (1978,1991a, 1994) understanding of figurations. Venturing away fiom 

much of the extant literature on tattooing in North America which tends to depict the 

collective of enthusiasts as an esoteric sub-group of intimate actors, the concept of 

interdependence provides fi-esh theoretical insight on how individuals' (unconventional) 



body projects may be aligned and intersubjectively meaningful in non-subcultural ways. 

Stressing that individuals are deeply enmeshed in matrices or chains of social interaction 

which we may refer to as "figurations," Elias (1991a) draws our attention to the 

interpersonal ties that bind seemingly isolated or "closed" individuals together in social 

interchange. Following this line of thought, our conception of the tattooing body project 

is reconfigured as we explore how interdependence rather than subcultural membership 

forms of the social mortar of this redesign body project. 

In the following Chapter, I examine the figuration of tattoo enthusiasts in Canada 

in greater scope and detail. Probing into some of the key biographical details of 

enthusiasts interviewed and encountered during the research process-in particular, how 

and why careers in tattooing take form-I outline how sociogenic transformations in 

Canadian culture over the past three decades have had a profound impact on 

contemporary sensibilities toward tattooing body projects. By arguing that the recent 

social diffusion of the corporeal practice is best understood as part of ongoing social 

processes in Canada fostering expressive, experimental, and reflective bodily 

performances, emphasis is given to how specific cultural tattooing habituses are formed. 

Of central interest in the following Chapter are the ways in which personality structures 

toward the practice of tattooing (i.e., among tattoo enthusiasts) are shaped by cultural 

tastes and dispositions about bodies and their display in Canada, and affective impulses 

(learned and unlearned) typically "pushed behind the scenes" of everyday social life. 



CHAPTER 5 
SOCIOGENESIS, PERSONALITY STRUCTURES, AND 

BODY MODIFICATION 

In the previous Chapter, an initial examination of tattoo enthusiasts' practices highlighted 

how a series of interdependencies are formed and altered through the tattooing process. 

Importantly, by exploring how participation in tattooing creates and affects relationships 

between people, we begin to appreciate how tattooing figurations expand and diversify 

over time. This is, as noted, only the first step in grasping the inherently interdependent 

(i.e., mutually related and oriented) nature of the body project. 

Building upon the empirical observation that tattooing is perhaps best 

conceptualised as an interdependent social activity, this research has as a central concern 

the rationalisations people offer about their tattooing body projects. For instance, if 

tattooing has been traditionally shrouded in disrepute (DeMello 2000; Rubin 1988; 

Sanders 1991; St. Clair & Govenar 1981; Steward 1990), why is it that so many 

Canadians are negotiating or flatly rejecting this deviant mystique, and thereby "carving 

outyy new cultural meanings for the practice? Before we can answer this question in 

sufficient detail, we need to explore the impact of socially pervasive constructions of 

bodies as sites of self-exploration and display on individuals' sensibilities about corporeal 

modification. In particular, by investigating narratives provided by tattoo enthusiasts, one 

gains a sense that the increasing interest in tattooing may be a direct product of changing 

cultural interpretations of appropriate body modification. 

To illustrate how specific sociogenic transformations in Canada have altered 

cultural body habituses in Canada-and thus opened the proverbial door to increased 

participation in tattooing-this Chapter is segmented into three main sections. In the first 

section, Elias' (1 983, 1991 a, 1994) description of the interrelationship between 

sociogenesis and psychogenesis is revisited as a means of unpacking a series of 

conceptual tools for deciphering how cultural body habituses are formed over time. In the 

second section, I examine tattoo enthusiasts' narratives about their perceptions of bodies 

and their modification, and discuss how "information" acquisition, ownership, and 

exchange in Western cultures has a profound influence on social constructions of body 

modification practices. In the third section, cultural diversity and globalisation processes 
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are analysed as key contributory factors influencing our willingness to redefine the 

boundaries of socially acceptable body manipulation. 

Sociogenesis and Bodv Modification Habituses 

With good reason, Elias' is best known for his historical analysis of long-term "civilising 

processes" in Western cultures. Although Elias' later work (1991a, 1991b, 1996) is as 

theoretically rich as The Civilising Process (1994>-comprised of the combined volumes, 

The History of Manners and State Formation and Civilisation-many of the central 

tenets of process-sociology were formulated through his ground-breaking analysis of 

social development in Western figurations. In fleshtng out an explanation of how cultural 

body habituses are formed over time, several concepts contained in these works provide 

useful starting points. 

A dominant theme running throughout Elias' research on long-term sociogenic 

and psychogenic transformation in Western figurations is the idea that earlier (11" 

century A.D. and prior) social conglomerates typically relied upon coercion and external 

force as their main mechanism of social control. That is to say, with competing social 

factions all vying for situated power, economic opportunities, and possession of material 

or natural resources in emerging figurations-and fearing little reprisal from a central 

social authority (cf. Elias & Scotson 1965)-violence was an instrumental tactic for 

acquiring control over others. Individuals feared violence from a plethora of social 

groups and submitted to the will of those possessing a greater ability to wield power 

through violence. Elias (1983, 1994) argues, however, that central authorities (e.g., a 

"Court" or "State") eventually obtained a recognised and legitimate ownership over the 

means of violence within these figurations. Among other social functions, the State (i.e., 

some form of secular government) became a regulatory agency of violence, administering 

social control through formal punishment mandated by its role as social guardian- 

protecting the rights and personal freedoms of all. Elias refers to this process of social 

pacification through the centralisation of violence as the "monopoly mechanism," and 

describes it as part of the "parliamentarisation of conflict" (1994). 

As a result, individuals were (mostly) protected from others' random whims of 

violence and uncontrolled affective outburst. But accordingly, all individuals were forced 



to curtail their own emotions to ensure their personal liberty and protection. The 

mechanism of social control, then, largely remained external as individuals submitted to 

the will of one central authority. Although there was a general 'pacification' of social 

figurations as a result this sociogenic transformation, personal control habituses were 

largely based on the threat of punishment fiom the State. 

However, over the course of time (i.e., as chains of interdependency expand and 

are consolidated between individuals into dense webs of relationships) external control 

gives way to inner control as the primary mechanism of social order. As social functions 

within institutions become increasingly differentiated, and people come to rely upon 

others more extensively in daily life, individuals become attuned to the needs of others 

(Elias 1994). The predictability of action is required in such figurations, as individuals 

acquire more specific, extended, and interdependent social roles. Elias' comments are 

worth quoting at length here: 

The closer the web of interdependencies become in which the individual is 

enmeshed with the advancing division of functions, the larger the social 

spaces over which this network extends and which become integrated into 

functional or institutional units-the more threatened is the social 

existence of the individual who gives way to spontaneous impulses and 

emotions, the greater is the social advantage of those able to moderate 

their affects, and the more strongly is each individual constrained from 

and early age to take account of the effects of his or others people's 

actions on a whole series of links in the social chain. The moderation of 

spontaneous emotions, the tempering of affects, the extension of mental 

space beyond the moment into the past and the future, the habit of 

connecting events in terms of chains of cause and effect-all these are 

different aspects of the same transformation of conduct which necessarily 

takes place with the monopolization of physical violence, and the 

lengthening of the chains of social action and interdependence. It is a 

"civilising" change of behaviour (1994, p.448). 

Persons, then, choosing to act impulsively or irrationally (i.e., through uncontrolled 

affective outburst) jeopardise their various social positions and statuses (Elias 1983). As 



standards of civilised behaviour are promulgated within figurations as normative (i.e., 

generally to ideologically buttress the actions, behaviours, and positions of the ruling 

elite), social codes of conduct are established. Over time, personality structures are 

transformed such that cultural habituses involving high levels of affective control and 

inner containment are formed (Elias 1991, 1994, 1996). Fearing both the formal 

punishments levied against affective outburst and the social stigma assigned to unbridled 

behaviour (Elias 1983), individuals carefully self-regulate all facets of public conduct 

(Elias 1996). 

The position Elias develops here is contingent on a central belief that human 

beings possess both self-protecting and personally destructive drives, libidinal impulses, 

or motivations which are muted through the course of long-term civilising processes 

(1991a, 1994, 1996). When figurations become more functionally diverse and complex, 

and as inner control is increasingly demanded to maintain social cohesion, personality 

structures are changed in such a way that unconscious drives are significantly moulded 

by learned behaviours structured by dominant cultural habituses. While biological drives 

are not eradicated fkom personality structures entirely, individuals come to steer their 

actions based on learned impulsions rather than unlearned affects-underlining the 

malleability of human drives and emotions (Elias 1996). 

Principally, as people are expected to engage in a high degree of affective control, 

the individual desire for fi-ee affective expression (self-gratifymg or not) is curtailed and 

subsequently replaced with a drive toward inner containment. Elias notes (1991a, pp.35- 

36), however, that the drive toward self-regulation is not an unnatural psychic imposition 

created by a "society," as human beings possesses inherent leanings toward behavioural 

control. Still, what psychologists might refer to as "unconscious" or "id" drive economies 

are permeated by learned (i.e., social) motivations and impulses-altering the personality 

structure of individuals over time. Elias writes: 

Every investigation that considers only the consciousness of men, their 

reason, or ideas, while disregarding the structure of drives, the direction 

and form of human affects and passions, can be fkom the outset of only 

limited value.. .A real understanding, even of the changes of ideas and 

forms of cognitions, can be gained only if one takes into account the 



changes of human interdependencies in conjunction with the structure of 

conduct and, in fact, the whole fabric of men's personality at a given stage 

of social development (1 994, p.486). 

An important part of this personality-(kans)fomation process, is the extent to 

which shame becomes a constitutive element of self-regulation (Elias 1983, 1996). 

Shame-an emotion elicited by actions receiving sanction or reprisal h m  significant 

others-is a product of external relationships or bonds with others and internalised 

standards of behaviour (Elias 1994). Shame or embarrassment about one's actions 

represents a conflict between individual behaviour, social expectations of appropriate 

behaviour that define and hold together social relationships, and one's personality 

structure. Shame is not merely the product of negative reaction, but rather an inner- 

tension created through self-reflection on one's own action (Elias 1994). Importantly, the 

avoidance of shame becomes learned habit, a motivation perpetuating what we might call 

"normative" social behaviour-and hence an extension of self-restraint and affective 

control. 

In conjunction with the monopoly mechanism, the push toward self-control, and 

the notable impact of shame and embarrassment on personality structures In dense and 

complex figurations, cultural thresholds toward violent, lascivious, or otherwise 

disgusting behaviours are lowered (Elias 1978, 1994). When the control of affective 

behaviour is externally demanded and then internally regulated in a social figuration, that 

which is viewed to be physically or morally repugnant (as defined by culturally diffuse, 

norms, values, and beliefs) becomes "pushed behind the scenes" of social life; or it may 

be or controlled through mimetic social activities such as sport (Elias & Dunning 1986; 

Dunning 1979,1999; Dunning & Rojek 1992; Maguire 1993, 1999; Sheard 1997). Over 

the course of long-term historical processes, habituses come to reflect an immediate 

revulsion toward overtly violent, hyper-sexual, or other uncontrolled bodily behaviours- 

as such behaviours are neither individually rational nor beneficial to existing chains of 

interdependency (Elias 1983). 

Through Elias' (1994) discussion of long-term sociogenic and psychogenic 

change, he presents the importance of the body as a site of "civilised" display. Arguing 

that the body transforms into a text through which one is able to represent one's 



distinction, status, and affective control, Elias (1983, 1991b) points to the manners by 

which bodies become intextuated with communicative social symbols. In particular, Elias 

(1994) notes how the body turns into a primary text upon which an individual's ability to 

control affect and portray desirable images of the self can be gauged. This line of thought 

clearly interweaves the study of sociogenesis and psychogenesis, as linkages are made 

between chains of interdependency, personality structures, and dominant or normative 

forms of physical display. Furthermore, by eschewing the homo clausus model of 

personality formation and development (Elias 1991a, 1994, 1996), Elias shows a keen 

understanding of how specific individual body habituses form within social figurations. 

Therefore, as the collective threshold of repugnance toward egregious afTective 

behaviour increases in Western cultures (particularly toward violent and lascivious 

behaviour), the body becomes a central target toward which emergent standards and 

conventions of internal restraint are directed and exhibited (Elias 1978, 1983, 1994). 

Quite some time, then, before Goffman's (1959, 1963), Foucault's (1977, 1979), or 

Bourdieu's (1984) expositions on the regulation of bodily shape, display, and functioning 

in society, Elias clearly acknowledged the body as a dominant marker of cultural norms, 

values, and beliefs. In doing so, his work underscores the importance of modifling the 

body in the process of manufacturing both dominant and subordinate '%body styles" (Elias 

1994, p.471). Key, then, to understanding Elias' analysis of corporeal performance and 

display is the premise that bodies become increasingly rationalised over the course of 

long-term civilising processes (1994, pp. 475-492). If affective containment and the 

exhibition of personal control largely symbolise one's cultural refinement, and is 

therefore crucial in maintaining one's positions, roles, and varied social statuses, the 

"internal pacification" one displays through body representation is chief in shaping one's 

social identity (Elias 1983, 1994). Since individuals jeopardise their social positions, and 

(occasionally) freedom by violating norms of bodily conduct and display, corporeal 

representation is carefully scripted to convey socially desirable images of the self (e.g., 

cultured, distinguished, or civilised). 

The potential contributions of Elias' research on civilising processes to the study 

of tattooing are many-fold. By attending to the impact of ongoing sociogenic change on 

dominant cultural body modification habituses, focus may be directed to how individual 



inclinations toward tattooing (or others forms of body modification) are influenced by 

changing relationships and interdependencies within figurations over time. Reciprocally, 

we are led to investigate if the continued increase in tattooing practices influences 

cultural body habituses and social relationships inside and outside of the tattoo figuration. 

Furthermore, if the body is a co~mnunicative text detailing one's capacity for affect 

management and control, we must question whether or not tattoo enthusiasts intentionally 

represent affect, or a degree of affective management, through their tattooing practices. If 

such behaviour has culturally denoted one's inability to manage affect in self-controlled 

ways (cf. M. Atkinson & Young 2001), then is the contemporary upsurge in the 

popularity of tattooing actually an indicator of the widespread inability to control affect? 

In this way, the increased participation in tattooing would be accurately viewed as a 

signifier of de-civilising processes in Canada. 

Mormation Cultures and Bodv Modification Habituses 

Pointing to the methods by which hegemonic discourses are encoded and strategically 

circulated through television, news media, and other public platforms, Stuart Hall 

(1980)-and scores of other cultural studies theorists (e.g., S. Cohen 1971, 1972; S. 

Cohen & J. Young 1973; Fiske 19894 1989b; Hebdige 1979; Williams 1977)-defily 

outlined how the control over information distribution is key in consolidating social 

leadership and ideologically supporting pervasive (e.g., class-based) social relationships. 

Following a trail of social investigation traversed by post-structuralists (Adorno 1991; 

Althusser 1969; Horkehimer & Adorno 1972; Marcuse 1964) and semioticians (Barthes 

1972, 1977; Lacan 1977), S. Hall (1 980) illustrated the importance of understanding how 

the "ownership" of information is crucial in acquiring social power. 

To an extent, S. Hall's (1980) arguments resonate with Foucault's (1977, 1979, 

1980) description of the politics of social power, and Baudrillard's (1 983, 1987) thoughts 

on the saliency of communication technologies and semiotic messages in arranging 

"preferred" ways of viewing the world. The "message" presented by these authors (in 

their own respective ways) is based on a clear assumption-that within neo-capitalist 

work structures, control over the means of producing, assessing, and disseminating 

information is central in securing social leadership. Paralleling Marx's (1977) seminal 



ideas about how super-structural relations are buttressed by cultural ideologies which are 

promulgated through state apparatuses (cf. Williams 1977), these authors draw our 

attention to the ways in which battles over discourse shape social experience. This would 

be an idea feminist scholars (Bartky 1988; Bordo 1990; Butler 1990; Martin 1994), 

committed to the smashing of gender myths would clench tightly in deconstructing how 

patriarchal structures of social domination are created and confhed. 

However, while sociologists have pointed to the importance of owning or 

controlling dominant ways of knowing in the process of securing social hegemony-part 

of what Haraway (1991) refers to as the "informatics of domination"-few have attended 

to our insatiable appetite for all types of information in the cyber-culture (Balsamo 1996; 

Haraway 1991) or ''information era." In many respects, the ability to wield power in 

Western cultures is predicated on the control over some medium of information; not in a 

grand structural sense as presented by neo-Marxist or postmodernist researchers (i.e., that 

leads to the ownership over the means of material production), but in a situated, 

contextual, or "everyday" sense. 

In figurations characterised by ongoing social exploration-medical, spiritual, 

economic, sexual, emotional, teclmological, and spatial (terrestrial and extra-terrestrial)- 

information is both social currency and a source of pleasure for individuals. We live in an 

era in which researchers involved in the Human Genome Project purport to have 

discovered the "Bible of Lifey'-the complete breakdown of human D.N.A. sequencing 

and encryption (Critical Art Ensemble 1998). The ramifications of this discovery range 

from the analysis of individuals' genetic coding, as part of predicting an individual's 

susceptibility for disease, to the ability to clone humans. However, we also live in an era 

in which snowboarders search the globe to find the most thrilling mountain trails and 

paths (Humphreys 1997). Referred to as 'homadic cosmopolitans" by Maguire (1999), 

these individuals continually seek information about the world's best "runs" in order to 

pass the details on to their peers-securing bragging rights and kudos for their sporting 

discoveries. Similarly, we live in an era in which individuals pursue new understandings 

of sexual arousal through asphyxia and other radical forms of stimulation (Laumann et al. 

1994), and New Age religions search for spiritual enlightenment in the face of Judeo- 

Christian challenges and resistance (Goode 2001). 



The quest for new types and forms of information continues to be an organking 

principle in the work sphere. A product of diversification within complex divisions of 

labour and bureaucratic modes of organisation (Durkheim 1951; Marx 1977; Weber 

1930), the social importance of acquiring, disseminating, and receiving work-related 

information is evident. For instance, in the "e-culture" of today, access to information has 

proven to be critical for surviving and succeeding in business. Those left behind in the 

ongoing explosion of electronic information (i.e., sources, types, and technologies) suffer 

as they are literally disconnected from the flow of business. The person informed about 

high speed Internet connections, Web designing, teleconferencing, e-mail, voice mail, 

scanners, compact disc writers, cellular forms of communication, MP3s, graphic 

manipulations, and computer programming has a decisive edge in the workplace. The 

tattoo enthusiast Marc (32) commented: 

My whole life is about gadgets. I work in an office and fix them everyday 

I go to work. It's not a formal part of my position there, but I grew up 

tinkering with video games like Intellivision and Atari, and I can fix just 

about everything-so everybody pesters me to fix their monitors, faxes, or 

whatever I can. They'd probably fire me if I ever gave up doing that 

Clawi!w 
Similarly, the tattoo enthusiast Gwen (27) stated that: 

I'm a data processor, and five years ago I couldn't have even told you 

what a data processor was. But now there's like nine of us in our 

department alone. I never thought all the computer science classes I took 

in high school and university would pay off, but here I am, right. I'm 

really into computers, though, and spend about three-quarters of my 

paycheque on my personal computer systems at home. I know I probably 

sound like a fkeak or some kind of loser, but I just have to have all the 

latest [computer] gear. It helps because when I go to work, I'm up on all 

the latest technology and don't have to have somebody holding my hand 

when we get in a new piece of software or rebuild our network. 

As the division of labour is increasingly diversified and extended by information 

technologies, being on the cutting-edge of information processing and exchange is an 



integral aspect of being employable and valued link in the work chain. As noted above, 

the dependence on technology in the workforce also permeates personal lives. 

One might say, then, that given the ongoing diversification and specialisation of 

roles in the workforce, and degree to which the division of labour is increasingly defined 

by control over (particularly electronic) information in organisational structures, 

individuals are now hyper-conscious about the importance of possessing specialised 

stocks of information (Sennett 1998). As social interdependencies are created through 

information ownership and control, what one knows or is capable of knowing, forms the 

basis of extended chains or webs of relationships between people. Individuals are 

interdependent upon one another for "information" in the performance of daily life 

(McQuail 1994), and thus are highly attuned to others who possess some specialised or 

beneficial stock of information. In addition, since we are told that the world is now 

"open" to be known, our desire to acquire information has (perhaps) never been greater. 

Cultural habituses have shifted such that the quest for information is deeply engrained in 

our personality structures. 

Postmodemist insights about the centrality of information in the current era would 

also lead us to believe that increasing specialisation in the workforce creates a 

detrimental sense of cultural dislocation among individuals (cf. Dunn 1998; McRobbie 

1994; Strinati 1995). Cultural fragmentation and interpersonal disjunction occur as 

individuals feel distanced fiom others in the endless exchange of information. 

Furthermore, as what we "know" is continually redefined and updated (i.e., identities, 

images, and forms of knowing are constantly being questioned), there are no truly 

objective sources information structuring social life (Behar 1996, 1999; Denzin 1997; 

Rosneau 1992; Tyler 1986). These claims apparently dismiss (among other realisations) 

the possibility that individuals are bound to one another in more extended chains of 

interdependency by our collective quest for information exchange. While postmodernists 

acknowledge that cultural habituses have been transformed in such a way that the desire 

for information exchange has been stamped on social life, their positions here swirl 

around a basic belief that social cohesion has been splintered by the creation of new ways 

of seeing and knowing the world (cf. Denzin 1997). 



The issue, then, becomes how these ongoing and unintended sociogenic changes 

influence cultural body habitues. That is, does the widespread cultural interest in 

information exchange alter sensibilities about body modification? Through the course of 

data collection in this research, tattoo enthusiasts' narratives suggested three main ways 

that our collective cultural interest in information has shaped their respective perceptions 

of bodies as sites of information creation and display. 

First, the cultural thirst for information and its circulation has influenced people to 

become preoccupied with representation and display (During 1999; Barthes 1972, 1977; 

Woodward 1997). In an age where portals to the world have opened via voyeuristic 

electronic media--collectively referred to as the "information superhighway-accessing 

and reassembling representations of the world is everyday practice. Alongside Elias' 

(1983, 1994, 1996) research on the subject, postmodernist theorising about the image- 

sensitive nature of Western cultures sheds considerable light on the relevance of self- 

representation in social figurations (Baudrillard 1983). While in some ways, these ideas 

are abound in earlier theoretical understandings of the processes by which people 

consciously manipulate images in everyday life (Goffkan 1959, 1963), postmodernists 

draw our attention to how the circulation of images is a defining feature of pan-capitalist 

cultures (Critical Art Ensemble 1998). Simply put, in high-speed, hard-wired, digital, 

hooked-up, on-line figurations, visual forms of information reign supreme. 

The tattoo enthusiasts interviewed in this research expressed both a fascination 

with and concern about electronic representation, and the extent to which Canadians 

appear to be evolving into an "Internet culture." The younger tattoo enthusiasts in this 

study (adolescents through the 1990s) grew up as the first truly "electronic" or "digital" 

generation. These individuals have never known life without a vast array of electronic 

games, communication technologies, and personal computers. This "Generation D" is 

highly attuned to information technologies and spend copious amounts of time each week 

on the Internet or exchanging email. They are informed about the latest innovative 

technologies, and are able to access information about the world via any number of 

electronic sources. A tattoo enthusiast named Gill (29) stated that: 

I spend about three or fours hours on the Net every day. I use it, like most 

of the time, for my own entertainment. But I can't tell you how many 



times I've needed to look something up or wanted to know a little bit more 

about something and researched it on-line.. .I couldn't get it out of my life 

if I wanted to, really.. .Some people need their coffee in the morning or a 

smoke at lunch. Well, I need my time in the chat room or time watching 

movies at the computer. It's just how I relax, you know. 

As the Internet has become a forum for invading all biological, social, cultural, 

and religious spaces, individuals participating with others "on-line" incorporate their 

tastes for textual display into every facet of their lives-including their corporeal 

practices. Correspondingly, in interviews about their tattooing experiences, self- 

confessed "info" or ''techno junkies" (18% of all the clients interviewed) addressed the 

importance of visual representation in their lives: 

Even when I studied in university, I could only remember things if I came 

up with some kind of picture to remember them by. I'm a very visual 

person. I love to draw, I love to make pictures, and take pictures of 

things.. .but I just don't have the physical skills to be good at it.. .but I 

think that's really come out in the last few years since I've spent a lot of 

time on the computer with a couple of these graphics programs I have. 

One is an architectural program for designing homes and the other is this 

thing you can use to actually create paintings. It's totally awesome 

because I can create visual images in homes or on a simulated canvass that 

reflect who I am and what I feel. I would have never picked up a drafting 

tool and tried to do it that way, or stood at an easel with a pallet and 

painted away.. .Technology has really liberated me to be so expressive and 

creative.. .I get ideas about how I want to look when I starting working the 

programs and creating pictures. I see my body as a blank room that I can 

fill with texture and movement by hanging things on it like clothes, or 

painting it with make-up (Amy, 28, client). 

Another tattoo client added: 

I'm on-line so much that I'm so used to being stimulated with cool 

pictures and texts. I think the Internet has made me more creative because 

of that, you know. I think about what I like in a Web site, right, like what 



captivates me and makes me say, ?Damn, now that's a cool ass site." I try 

to do that with the way I look, you know, like the way I dress or comb my 

hair. I want people to look at me and see a cool Web site (Aaron, 23, 

client). 

Similarly, the tattoo artist Me1 (22) commented: 

I never thought I would have to look my best while talking to somebody 

on the phone, but with this new Net cam [camera] I'm using to talk with 

my girlfiiend overseas, I have to get dressed up and comb my hair so she 

doesn't think I'm being a total slob while she's away on a work-term for a 

year. 

The sentiments expressed above indicate that while the preoccupation with representing 

the self physically is not a product of the current era, sensibilities about physical 

representation through body modification have been clearly influenced by our collective 

use of electronic (information) technologies. 

However, not all respondents were as flattering about information technology and 

our cultural fascination with information exchange. Claiming it to be an invasion of 

personal privacy and a de-humanising influence on our societies, critics of the Internet 

and other communication platforms stress the impeding need to return to our "natural" 

selves. These people read about "wearable technology" (e.g., computer devices which are 

worn), cybernetics, and others forms of human-machine interfacing which facilitates 

information processing and worry about the impact of this technology on our species. 

Particularly disgusted with the ways individuals are reduced to serial numbers, PINS, 

street addresses, telephone numbers, or other homogenising forms of identification, Neo 

Primitives charge that individuals should become more in touch with their spirits through 

radical body modification (M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001; Rosenblatt 1997). Their 

resistance to information technologies is launched through physical representation, as 

they believe the sacredness of the body has been lost through the seduction of electronic 

media and non-corporeal representation: 

All people care about is what number you are in their line, or if you're the 

guy sitting at home watching their commercials. It's not about the person 

who you are, it's about your bankbook or if you're watching their shows 



and buying their colas. You're no different than the next guy with a fat 

wallet, and I can't go home at the end of the day accepting that.. .I've 

never been more close to my body than I am now. Waking up to the ways 

we're numbed by our culture made me explore who I am, and I started by 

knowing what my body is and how I am a real flesh and blood 

human.. .So, I go to yoga class, I have changed my diet to promote better 

health, I take care of my skin, and, oh god, so many other things to make 

sure my mind, body, and spirit are all aligned (Ingrid, 24, client). 

The Internet has also profoundly affected our interest in "seeing" others. With 

video cameras situated in just about every social space imaginable, and graphics or 

pictures of these spaces posted over millions of Web sites, browsers are "virtually" 

transported to every nook and cranny of the world. Information about this world can be 

accessed by many-thus, all aspects of social life are given to be "read" by others 

through communication possibilities. What was once solely the subject matter of picture 

books, an atlas, or the product of an individual's imagination, far away places or 

inconceivable social occurrences are nothing more than a click of the computer mouse 

away. Given our ability to invade the world and acquire textual information about diverse 

social actors and events through the Internet, individuals often feel as if their lives are 

open to be penetrated by others. Nineteen (21%) of the tattoo enthusiasts interviewed in 

this research suggested that they feel as if "personal" space is being threatened in the race 

to acquire more information about life. Describing this process as the erosion of borders 

between the private and the public, or the local and global, some of the enthusiasts 

expressed a concern about the lack of privacy in their lives: 

I mean, everywhere you go, someone is watching you. You send an email 

and it can be scanned, or you answer you're cell phone and the signal can 

be picked up by any hacker who knows how. I go to the mall, or walk the 

streets and there are security cameras everywhere. Where does it all end? 

So many people are setting up home cameras that it's like you're expected 

to be an exhibitionist (Jack, 25, tattoo artist). 

Paradoxically, though, feelings of public invasion may manifest into a strong 

embrace of personal representation through the body. Instead of lamenting the constant 



impositions created by prying social eyes, some enthusiasts articulated a self-confinned 

need to express themselves publicly as a way of being seen and known. As the body is a 

directly accessible and mouldable text of representation (cf. de Certeau 1984), it is no 

wonder why people who wish to be seen and "read" by others so frequently engage in 

representation through physical display: 

My body is much more important than my words. Every day when I get 

up, I'm in a certain mood and I want people to know what I'm feeling by 

reading my body language. I might dress a way that tells people to piss 

off, or might do my hair so that I'm inviting people to talk to me.. .I know 

people are looking at me anyway, we all do it. I mean, we used to call it 

"people watching" like it was a pastime or some innocuous hobby that 

kept us from being rude to each other.. .When I get up in the morning, I 

ask myself, if I saw me go by, what would I think.. .and I go fiom there 

(Quinn, 25, tattoo artist). 

Tattoo enthusiasts express a sense of cultural conformity in this way. On the one 

hand, some enthusiasts feel threatened by the public quest for information on their private 

lives. On the other hand, they view bodies as texts of personal representation-a slate 

upon which aspects about their personalities may be immediately given to others. In 

Foucault's (1977, 1979) terms, they experience a sense of panopticism as they are 

constantly monitoring their bodies and manipulating images of themselves with the idea 

that (to borrow and slightly alter a catch-phrase of the film production company THX) 

"the audience is watching." Or, in the process-sociological terms, sociogenic change 

related to information acquisition and distribution partially alters personality structures 

(re: the body and its manipulation). In an Orwellian sense, "Big Brother" is not simply a 

body of State officials, board of governors, or an assemblage of social elite-but rather, 

one's partners, family members, neighbours, co-workers, and fellow citizens. The tattoo 

artist Archie (30) suggested: 

We live in a culture where people love to stare. It's human nature, I think. 

Everybody checks out everybody and that's that. We can't help do it, it's 

in our nature and a big part of it is looking at each other's bodies. I talk to 

people who sit in my chair and they go on an on about people looking at 



them. It's something that makes people walk through the front doors of 

my studio.. .All that p.c. [political correctness] crap that tells you that you 

shouldn't look at people and size them up is nonsense. It's like, fuck off, 

right. It's like telling the rabbit not to hop or the monkey not to eat a 

banana. It's the law of the jungle. 

To be discussed in more detail in following Chapters, body modification becomes a 

conscious tactic in the process of doing (i.e., creating, negotiating, adjusting, and 

confirming) identity. Rejecting (once again) the idea that body projects are hyper- 

privatised and solely "individual" acts, the social impetus toward information gathering 

on cultural body habituses reveals how broad scale sociogenic change alters sensibilities 

about the body as a project of identity display. 

Body Perils and Physical Maintenance 

Access to infomation sources (electronic or print) has also heightened our awareness of 

the biological and social perils confronting humans. For instance, we are regularly 

bombarded with reports and findings about the prevalence of biological diseases and 

epidemics such as AIDS, cancer, heart disease, Ebola, Meningitis, E-Coli, and other 

physical pathologies. Importantly, audiences are shown every detail about the "disease 

process," including microscopic pictures of viruses, charts and rates about the increasing 

number of individuals affected by specific diseases, and graphics revealing patients 

convalescing in their beds (Aggleton et al. 1989; Crawford 1994; Frank 1 99lb; Juengst & 

Koenig 1994; Sontag 1991). Focus is normally directed to the methods (e.g., biological or 

medical-technological) people may adopt in protecting their bodies fiom disease. The 

underlying message is that while one may not effectively protect the body fiom all 

biological threats, increased body awareness and vigilant self-defence is still key in 

maintaining a healthy life. People are encouraged to by hyper-reflective about corporeal 

practices, and "healthy'' modification of the body (e.g., through diet and exercise) is 

strongly advised by medical experts. Carl (26), a tattoo client, commented: 

I can't pick up a magazine anymore and not see some hideous skin 

disorder or a woman suffering fiom a disease. I'm actually terrified to read 

the paper anymore, it's like I can't sleep for a week when I read the 



"health" section ... but if there's an upside to it, it's that by raising 

consciousness about the bad, you kick-start people into thinking about 

how vital our bodies are to us and what we should or shouldn't be doing to 

ourselves. 

With medical journals existing on-line, diagnostic manuals readily available to the public, 

and television documentaries profiling available or innovative surgical procedures, 

healthy body modification is a mantra in Western figurations, as seen for example in 

Canada. 

We are concomitantly exposed to media reports detailing the sharp rise in social 

problems such as crime (especially youth crime). Often a product of media dramatisation 

and hyperbole (cf. Bennis & Mitroff 1989; Smandych 2001a, 2001b), emergent "folk 

devils" (S. Cohen 1972), serial killers, mass murderers, gang members, and social 

malcontents become points of considerable social concern---even though recent statistics 

indicate that rates for most categories of crime in Canada are declining (Gomme 1998; 

Smandych 2001a, 2001b). Through television programs such as "To Serve and Protect," 

"Cops," and "The World's Most Dangerous Criminals," the face of violence becomes 

domesticated. Violence and other variations of criminal behaviour are displayed on street 

corners, middle-class districts, and across the urban landscape, People are shown that 

crime is oblivious to gender, race, or socio-economic status. Akin to stories about 

biological threats, reports concerning crime rates and dangerous offenders encourage 

citizens to physically protect themselves. As noted by Elias (1983, 1994), the body is the 

primary site of personal control against violence as it is the territory over which 

individuals possess the greatest amount of agency and self-direction. A tattoo client 

named Clarice (26) suggested: 

If you believed everything you read, I mean, you would never leave your 

house. It's made people scared of their neighbours, and terrified us to be 

out and about in the world.. .yeah right, we naturally draw back like turtles 

into their shells.. .so, I totally understand why people are so caught up in 

themselves and why we think about we can do to make ourselves feel 

safer. I do it all the time, and I think you're nuts if you don't prepare for 

the worst. Like, I won't put my neck on the line by going in certain 



neighbourhoods at night, or at least I won't walk around without my 

pepper spray and rape whistle.. ..I've even taken tae kwon do classes so 

that I can defend myself. People might look at me and see a helpless 

woman, but I guarantee you my body is the only weapon I really need. 

According to "opportunity" or "routine activityy' theorists (Cohen & Felson 1979; Gartner 

& McCarthy 1991; Liska & Warner 1991; Miethe et al. 1991), the burden of social 

control is transferred to the individual in this process. With the body (or material objects 

enhancing bodily experience) as a focal point of concern, individuals learn to monitor the 

social risks posed to their bodies in the face of de-civilising processes. 

Ultimately, then, it seems that bodies have become more culturally significant loci 

of control and communication as a result of our increased appetite for information 

exchange. I do not wish to reduce the interest in tattooing body projects to a single causal 

factor here, but artists' and clients' narratives indicate that the exchange of cultural 

information has, in some ways, changed their understandings of their bodies. While not to 

be conflated with motivating "factors" behind the act of tattooing, sociogenic and 

corresponding psychogenic change along these lines has clearly shifted cultural body 
- 

modification habituses. 

Cultural Diversity and Tolerance Thresholds 

Elias (1983, 1994) outlines how cultural ways of seeing the world involve rationalised 

(yet not necessarily "rational") standards and codes about body performance and display 

(i.e., in that they communicate decodable and culturally affiliative messages about 

individuals). While some of these standards are dominant within a given social figuration, 

competing or esoteric cultures may promulgate alternative understandings and uses for 

bodies (Elias & Scotson 1965). As discussed in Chapter 2, the history of tattooing in 

North America indicates that marginalised social groups have utilised the body as a 

billboard of political protest through tattooing practices. Violating mainly Christian, 

White, middle-class standards of bodily respectability, tattooing body projects have 

traditionally signified the conscious intent to be visibly different fiom the cultural 

mainstream. 



However, boundaries between dominant and alternative constructions of the body 

have become significantly blurred over the past ten years (M. Atkinson & K. Young 

2001), with definitions of normative body modification challenged or tom asunder. In 

many ways, this has been a product of increasing cultural diversity in Canada, cultural 

conflict and subsequent tolerance toward others, and ongoing globalisation processes. As 

will be argued here, these sociogenic transformations have a combined effect on cultural 

body habituses-such that long-standing meta-narratives demarcating the boundaries of 

normative body modification have been questioned. 

Unfortunately, sociologists investigating the cultural significance of body projects 

(including tattooing) have normally adopted an ahistorical approach toward the study of 

body habituses; that is, sensibilities about modifying the body are neatly encapsulated 

within period-specific timeframes without referencing corporeal practices against broader 

historical processes. As noted in the previous section, this "retreat into the present" (Elias 

1978, 1991a) by sociologists fundamentally ignores figurational trends and conditions 

which influence how people view their bodies as appropriate sites for modification over 

time. In this research, tattoo enthusiasts suggested how unfolding diversities in Canadian 

culture have influenced their respective perceptions of bodies and their representation. In 

particular, discourses provided by artists and clients indicate how cultural diversity and 

the breakdown of traditional or established (Elias & Scotson 1965) ways of knowing 

have redefined the parameters of acceptable body play in Canada. Combined with 

changing tastes for information exchange, increased cultural diversity in Canada appears 

to impact how individuals perceive their bodies as open for non-traditional forms of body 

modification. 

Cultural Diversity in Canada 

Canada is recurrently referred to by sociologists as a pluralistic rather than an integrated 

social figuration (Driedger 1996; Isajiw 1999; Li 1999). The idea underlying this 

assertion-while wrapped in socio-political encryptions of tolerance and respect-is that 

Canadians are not a homogenous cultural lot, but rather a "mosaic" (Lian & Matthews 

1998; Porter 1965; Prus 1997) of heterogeneous (sub)cultures. In this way, Canada is 

appropriately viewed as a culturally and hierarchically segmented figuration in which 



groups (e.g., ethnic) meet one another through shared institutions, rituals, and patterns of 

social interaction. Rather than adhering to cultural assimilation or melting pot doctrines, 

Canadians revel in the ability to embrace (mostly symbolically) human diversity and 

weave it into a distinctly "Canadian" cultural tapestry (Kalbach 2000). 

Recent demographic statistics (see Chapter 2) for the cities of Toronto and 

Calgary reveal that the urban areas are more ethnically, racially, religiously, and 

economically diverse than ever before. Inspecting demographic data for other cities in the 

country (e.g., Victoria, Vancouver, Edmonton, Regina, Winnipeg, Ottawa, Montreal, and 

Halifax), reveal similar patterns (Statistics Canada 2001). With growing cultural diversity 

across Canada, a concern about normative confirsion and weakened cultural consensus 

should understandably arise. If, as social disorganisation theorists point out (Shaw & 

McKay 1927; Wirth 1938), urban expansion and resulting cultural pluralism breeds 

ineffective social communication and hampers cohesion, then visibly alternative or 

"outsider" (Elias & Scotson 1965) ways of living might promote widespread cultural 

dissensus (at least in culturally heterogeneous communities). Quite simply, if individuals 

are "over-exposed" to competing cultural understandings of the world, a breakdown of 

traditional ways of interpreting the world might follow. In this case, the dismantling of 

barriers permitting corporeal experimentation within a specific culture would be a 

product of confusion in the face of competing ways of using bodies. 

However, conceiving the impact of pluralism on Canadians to be that of cultural 

dislocation and pervasive confiwion downplays the ability for people to interpret, assess, 

negotiate, reject, or incorporate others' cultural perspectives. With increased cultural 

diversity, there might follow heightened cultural reflection and adaptation (Clifford 1992, 

1999). When groups come into spatial contact with one another, traditions and ideologies 

are exposed through a process of cross-fertilisation over time-transforming dominant 

cultural ways of viewing the world. Cross-fertilisation (not to be conflated with cultural 

assimilation) becomes a product of ongoing socialisation processes, advanced through 

key figurational contexts of interaction such as families, schools, the workplace, political 

systems, and media networks (Maguire 1999). Elias & Scotson (1965) point out that 

while "established" groups in a specific figuration profoundly affect the cultural ways of 

life of the many 'outsider' groups, the impact is not solely one-way. The established 



culture is shaped and altered through the exchange process, with traditional ways of 

understanding life subject to redefinition. 

Data collected in this research indicate that dominant cultural body habituses have 

been affected by cultural pluralism and diversity in Canada. In describing their attitudes 

toward their bodies, tattoo enthusiasts frequently discussed how exposure to others' (e.g., 

non-Westerners) traditions have altered their perceptions about bodies. Citing that they 

go to school or work alongside individuals who dress in varied costume, have alternative 

preferences for body styles, possess different standards defining physical attractiveness, 

and participate in a full gamut of non-Western body modification practices, enthusiasts 

express a sense of corporeal awakening: 

If someone had told me when I was a kid that I'd be working in downtown 

Toronto in a cubicle right beside a Sikh on one side of me, a Muslim in 

fiont of me, and a orthodox Jew behind me I would have said you're 

crazy. I grew up in a small town in northern Ontario, and we just didn't 

see anyone different fiom the rest of us.. .Working here for the last five 

years has changed my life, in so many ways. I don't have to travel all over 

the world to meet people from different lands, they are all here. And so I 

spend my lunch hours talking to people with really different ways of 

seeing the world, and I really enjoy that. We talk about things like what 

we find attractive in women, and one thing I've come to realise is that 

there are different sizes, shapes, and tastes for everybody. That makes me 

feel more self-confident and comfortable with the way I look because I've 

always been on the heavier side, and I've learned that in some cultures, 

my body shape is adored.. .Yeah, it's really made me rethink about our 

nmow ideals about what our bodies should look like. You realise that our 

standards about the body are not the only standards (Drew, 33, client). 

Again, while enthusiasts comment that they have been exposed to and reflective about 

differences in body shape, presentation, and modification, their cultural ideologies for 

interpreting bodies have not completely decayed, but strenuously questioned and partially 

amended: 



I have a ton of fiends who are East Indian, and when I go over to one of 

their houses.. .I mean, it shocked me at first to see how different their 

clothes were and how people are drawn in their artwork. The women are a 

lot fatter, sorry to say that. And the men are often drawn wearing this thing 

that almost looks like a dress. It's incredibly different than what I'm used 

to, but it's their culture and you have to respect that.. .I think I'm more 

aware of what I find attractive, and what I define as "right" for me. I 

mean, the more I learn about other cultures, the more I learn about mine- 

like what clothes I like to wear and the way I want to present myself 

(Kimberly, 2 1, client). 

Therefore, exposure to growing numbers of individuals bringing varied 

understandings of the body to our cultural landscape creates a figurational condition in 

which new ways of viewing bodies are internalised over the course of time. As outsider 

groups develop more established positions (e.g., political, economic, or civic) within a 

larger cultural web, the willingness to accept and respect their ways of displaying body 

styles seems to increase (cf Polhemus 1994, 1996). Consequently, dominant standards 

defining acceptable body performance are changed as individuals are exposed to a vast 

array of meaningful body practices and ways through which cultural expression may be 

intextuated on the skin (cf. Camphausen 1997; Davis 1997% 199%; Pitts 1998; 

Rosenblatt 1997). Inferring the body as a socially constructed and culturally meaningful 

text, experimentation with corporeal performance is accurately envisioned as a barometer 

by which the appreciation of cultural pluralism (as opposed to assimilation) may be read. 

Tolerable Dzferences 

We should be careful not to assume that growing cultural diversity and pluralism in 

Canada automatically leads to cultural exchange, acceptance, and revision; for pluralism 

most rapidly manifests into cross-cultural fertilisation when a significant amount of 

tolerance or empathetic understanding exists in a given figuration (Kalbach & Kalbach 

2000; Maguire 1999; Stebbins 1996). If, as tattoo enthusiasts indicate, cultural diversity 

leads to an exploration of alternative ways of inscribing of culture on the body, then this 

process is surely enhanced by mutual consideration and tolerance. 



Tolerance toward ideological, political, religious, or lifestyle differences has 

become a dominant trend in Canada (Stebbins 1996; Hathaway & M. Atkinson 2001). 

Whether we attribute this burgeoning tolerance to liberal values, ethnic diversity, 

"political correctness," or expanding Western market economies is subsidiary to realizing 

that cultural absolutes about acceptable or unacceptable behaviour are waning. As 

definitions of normative behaviour are shifting, sociological theories describing, 

explaining, and predicting deviant behaviour are concomitantly in flux. In this respect, an 

underused tool for exploring how normative behaviours-including corporeal 

modification activities-is Stebbins' (1996) concept of tolerable dz#ierences. 

While a particular activity may be designated non-normative or deviant in 

reference to existing social laws, nonns, conventions, or values that explicitly prohibit the 

behaviour, it may not be collectively viewed as an immediate threat to society. Tolerable 

deviance thereby refers to illegal, immoral, or otherwise contra-normative behaviours that 

individuals or larger collectivities fail to interpret as warranting widespread moral 

condemnation and official control within a particular figuration (Stebbins 1996). Whereas 

sociologists, criminologists, and other students of deviance have long been attentive to 

the ways it is constructed, interpreted, and controlled by individuals, rarely do they 

investigate the situations and context in which it is tolerated. Similarly, in sociological 

research on body modification practices, rarely do researchers indicate how traditionally 

deviant or culturally "alternative" modifications of the body find tolerance over time. 

Tattoo enthusiasts frequently discussed how the social expectation to be tolerant 

or respective of cultural difference is apparent in most facets of everyday lifk-such that 

it becomes part of one's "second nature" in the course of social interchange. Individuals 

are primarily instructed by family members, teachers, employers, clergy persons, media 

personalities, and political officials to be tolerant of others' (sometimes seemingly 

incomprehensible) cultural practices. This includes, of course, tolerance toward what one 

might perceive to be a deviant use of the body: 

I was on the subway a couple of months ago and this asshole made some 

racist comment about an Indian woman's dot in the middle of her 

forehead. I don't know what it's called, but I know it's a sacred cultural 

symbol. He called her a "push start" or something like that, so I turned 



around and called him a fucking jerk, and told him to mind his own 

skinhead business. In this day and age, there is no excuse for being 

discriminatory against someone for marking their religious beliefs on their 

body. Some of us just need to wake up and realise that whatever she wants 

to do with her body is no one else's concern (Amber, 27, client). 

Reasserting Elias' (1983, 1994) ideas about how foresight and mutual orientation are 

essential for individuals enmeshed in extended chains of interdependence, the increasing 

tolerance or defence (in the case above) of others' differences might be best viewed as a 

product of such sociogenic change. As mutual orientation develops over time, cultural 

absolutes about what constitutes normative or non-normative body display are splintered. 

In the words of the tattoo client Rachel (35): 

Ten years ago, if a white guy shaved his head people would think he was a 

Punk rocker or a neo-Nazi.. .some militant guy with an axe to grind. Now 

it's in fashion because we have been exposed to men fiom all over the 

world who do it as part of their cultural routines.. .And it's like that in 

respect to what people are wearing, how they dance, what music you listen 

to and even the way we walk. It adds so much seasoning to our cultural 

stew, and I'm glad it's made the last two generations or so of Canadians 

change our perceptions about what "normal" looks like. 

On the other side of the same coin, tattoo enthusiasts' narratives similarly indicate 

that the trend toward escalating tolerance of others' body practices is equally a product of 

cultural malaise and disinterest. Resonant with the sentiments of Generation Xers 

(Coupland 1991), widespread cultural tolerance is viewed as having bred a sense of 

present-centred fatalism and self-indulgence in some. Cynical about capitalist cultures, 

Judeo-Christian ideologies delineating strict codes about "right" and "wrong," and the 

promise of progress proffered by previous generations (e.g., Baby Boomers), many tattoo 

enthusiasts in the 28-35 year age range frequently expressed the idea that cultural 

diversity is simply cultural codeword for the death of tradition and 'normative' ways of 

living. Whether this trend is culturally "good," c'bad," "progressive," or "disintegrative" 

is simply not a concern: 



It may sound way too cynical, but we've been talking about cultural 

diversity, and all I think that means is that we water all down cultures in 

capitalist economies because we don't want to offend anybody. So, 

everything gets tossed out the window and traditions are replaced by 

fashion trends. All that matters is how much money you have and how you 

can spend it (Mdes, 26, tattoo artist). 

Interestingly, this group of enthusiasts were mainly responsible for the second 

renaissance of tattooing in North America. Diving "skin first" into tattooing during the 

last years of the 1980s and early 1990s, these enthusiasts paved the way for cment 

practitioners (see Chapter 2). Inasmuch, their sensibilities about cultural tolerance and 

body modification practices shed considerable light on current interpretations of the 

tattooed body: 

Anything, and I mean anything, is fair game now. It's like the floodgates 

are open and people are getting swept away with screwing around with 

their bodies based on whatever mood they are in or whatever cultural style 

they can appropriate. This week it's liposuction to look like a person fkom 

this country, next week it's dyeing your hair to look like you're another 

nationality, and who knows, next month it might be getting shark fins on 

your back ... I grew up in the eighties, in a real time of excess in our 

society. I think that really influenced how we view ourselves, like these 

big lumps of clay that can be added onto or ripped apart at whatever 

whim.. .We can talk about tolerance, and all that, and I think it's true, but I 

think we're just gluttonous as a culture, and it shows in how we treat our 

bodies in all respects (Regina, 29, client). 

In essence, then, these sociogenic changes in Canadian society have profoundly affected 

our attitudes about cultural tolerance. As individuals have become more tolerant of or 

indifferent to others' cultural practices (and explored or co-opted others' ways of life in 

the process) attitudes about what constitutes acceptable body practice become more 

elastic. While some might be hasty to categorise cultural exploration along these lines as 

an indicator of a permanent cultural dissolution and conflict, it might be more accurately 

depicted as sign of a figuration wrestling with unintended sociogenic change. 



Globalisation and the Decline of Meta-Narratives 

It may seem ironic that given sociologists' growing interest in deconstructing individuals' 

narratives about lived experience, many would support the contention that master or 

meta-narratives in Western cultures are losing their potency. However, as a direct 

consequence of growing secularism, ideological pluralism, noticed imperfections in 

scientific bodies of knowledge, and the receding of moral boundaries, individuals find 

very few "Truths" in contemporary life. To be sure, young Canadians appear to be rather 

sceptical of master narratives which clearly delineate a world "order" (Acland 1995; 

O'Bireck 1996; Tanner 2001). 

Globalisation processes constitute a leading set of influences creating a collective 

distrust of intolerably rigid ways of viewing the world (cf. Maguire 1999). The subject of 

considerable social debate both within and outside of the academy in the past twenty 

years, the impacts of globalisation processes on our understandings of bodies are many- 

fold. Without adhering to singularly focused globalisation theorieebe they formed 

around a modernisation perspective (cf. Baker 1982), dependency perspective (cf. Frank 

1967; Larrain 1989), imperialism perspective (cf. Emanuel 1992; Tomlinson 1991), 

world-systems perspective (cf. Wallerstein 1974), or hegemony perspectives (cf. 

Donnelly 1996)-we can loosely describe the ramifications of globalisation on 

Canadians' sensibilities about body modification through a series of points. 

Although frequently lamented by social critics as a unfortunate consequence of 

eroding cultural boundaries, globalisation processes appear to have (akin to cultural 

pluralism processes in Canada) exposed Canadians to a diversity of body traditions fiom 

around the world (Hill 1992; Hladki 1994; Philip 1990; Todd 1990; Trinh 1991). A direct 

product of what Appadurai (1990) and Hannerz (1990) might refer to as the "cultural 

flow" of commodities between nations-including the international circulation of capital, 

technology, cultural artefacts, people, and textual images-globalisation is often cited as 

a catalyst of cultural assimilation. To cite Hannerz (1990, p.237), "the world has become 

one network of social relationships, and between its different regions there is a flow of 

meanings as well as people and goods." Through such cultural exchange, ways of 

viewing the world and creating meaning in everyday life are globally disseminated- 

including many divergent cultural attitudes about acceptable body modification. 



Approaching the global "community" as an immense figuration of increasingly 

interdependent and mutually-oriented individuals, theorists (cf. Maguire 1999) point out 

how cultural body habituses from around the world are exposed through globalisation 

processes. The tattoo artist Cliff (32) suggested that: 

In the 1980s, I couldn't even have lasted a week in business doing only 

artwork fiom tribal cultures. No one was really interested or 

knowledgeable about the art fiom other societies. Now you go down the 

street and look how many stores sell artwork, clothing, or furniture fiom 

around the world. Your neighbours are from every conceivable nation, 

television programs contain people of all races, and you're just bombarded 

with the idea of global culture. People are always coming in and asking 

me about artwork from around the world.. .and if you go to some of the 

more famous [tattoo] studios in Toronto, the artists there now specialise in 

all sorts of body modification rituals and practices like scarring that no one 

was getting even five years ago. 

Evidently, through the exchange of cultural commodities (e.g., commercial 

products, fashion, literature, music, movies, and other texts), Canadians have been 

exposed to alternative ways of culturally managing bodies through modification. 

Corresponding with dominant capitalist ideologies in Canada stressing the importance of 

treating the body as a site of commodity consumption (and the body as a commodity 

itself), trans-cultural body modification practices are made readily available. Footwear, 

clothing, body lotions, p e r h e s ,  sexual positions and techniques, jewellery, fashion 

models, dietary products, and sacred body rituals fiom around the world all teach 

Canadians about how people "cook" the body (Levi-Strauss 1966,1969) through cultural 

practice. Some of these corporeal performances might be viewed as culturally uncivilised 

or undesirable, as in the case of female circumcision or foot-binding (J. Robinson 1998), 

while others are viewed as stimulating or exciting, as in the case of piercing and 

scarification (M. Atkinson & K. Young 1997; Myers 1997; Pitts 1998). Rather than being 

viewed as a threat to dominant "Canadian" ways of socially constructing and physically 

managing the corporeal, however, these globalisation process appear to jibe well with our 



existing attitudes of tolerance and cultural pluralism. The tattoo enthusiast Heather (21) 

commented: 

As I see it, we've [Canadians] always been a little repressed about being 

super expressive with our bodies, you know. The openness I see everyday 

with showing our bodies in past little while is really good for us. Instead 

of hiding who we are, and celebrating how different we are fiom one 

another in some ways, we've hidden under drab and uninspired clothes.. .I 

don't want to look completely like everyone else, and I don't want them to 

look like me exactly. That's not '(human" to do that, to make everyone 

who comes to this country conform with the same ways of looking. 

In this way, cultural exchange via flowing global economic markets and networks 

of ideological dissemination (although sometimes one-way and exploitive rather than 

mutually beneficial) is generally not perceived as competitive form of cultural struggle 

(Maguire 1999). Instead, Canadians may be interpreting the opening of cultural doors 

(i.e., exposing "alternative" perspectives on body use, image, and display) as facilitating 

an enlightened understanding of the body as an entity which links all people together. 

Here, we might refer to globalisation processes as a conduit for instilling a sense of 

"cornmunitas" (V. Turner 1969) between individuals fiom different nations, The tattoo 

artist Jenna (24) noted that: 

One of the most positive outcomes I believe with the elimination of most 

of our insane hang-ups about modifying our bodies is that by encouraging 

everybody to do it, you know, by letting people explore all kinds of 

methods for changing their looks, is that we are allowed to appreciate 

physical difference. It's funny that way, you know, we have this really 

common attitude that your body is yours, right. And saying, do with it 

what you will, makes us all equal in a really bizarre way, and it brings 

people together on a common ground. 

Unlike previous eras in which Western exploration and economic imperialism played a 

role in marginalising body styles fiom around the world, current discourses appear to 

indicate that Canadians are meeting body difference with a curiosity tempered by 

tolerance. 



Simultaneously, it seems that global exchange processes have encouraged 

Canadians to be distrusting of Western science and its authority over corporeal matters. 

Even though we are ever-driven by the pursuit of innovative technologies and scientific 

wonders (e.g., cybernetics, medical technologies, '%reakthrough" household or personal 

products, digital computer devices, information technologies, and weapons of mass 

destruction), our collective trust of scientists, biologists, and medical professionals as the 

sole guardians of knowledge about bodies has been breached (Featherstone 1991, 2000; 

Frank 1991a, 1991b; Shilling 1993; Williams & Bendelow 1998). We should not ignore 

the fact that today compared with previous eras, more individuals are willing to pursue 

technological and surgical procedures in the process of permanently modifying their 

bodies (Balsamo 1996; Haraway 1991). Moreover, we should recognise that so-called 

"alternative" (e.g., Chinese, Indian, Native Canadian, or New Age) medicines, lifestyle 

practices, and body regimens are now widely explored by Canadians. The avid tattoo 

collector Sandra (34) described her interest in alternative healing methods in the 

following way: 

I went through a series of illnesses in my early twenties, and became very 

disgruntled with what my doctor's were doing for me. After seeing a 

dozen or so specialists and being poked and prodded a million times they 

finally decided I had leukaemia. I went through radiation treatment for a 

year and nothing worked.. ..they eventually told me I didn't have cancer 

and they had made a horrible mistake. Some mistake to make.. .I don't 

trust doctors now, and prefer to visit an herbalist when I'm sick. A fiend 

of mine who is a reflexologist from Russia introduced me to her. They 

were fiends in Russia, and left to set up a medical practice in Canada.. .At 

first, my attitude was that it couldn't hurt and it might help, right, like, it 

couldn't get any worse than it was, but I'd never go back to a "regular" 

doctor now. The herbal treatments I take are so much more pleasurable, 

and my herbalist and I have a very special relationship. She helps me treat 

my body and my mind as a single unit. 

Tattoo enthusiasts in this study suggested that the distrust of Western scientific methods 

of treating the body is part of a contemporary expedition to discover alternative ways of 



experiencing corporeality. Inasmuch, enthusiasts implied that Western discourses 

detailing appropriate body practice (including "sound" body modification) no longer 

dictate how individuals should relate to their bodies. 

I was always taught to run to the doctor when anything went wrong with 

my health. That's the way most people grew up. You listen to your doctor 

and he tells you what to do with your body and how to keep it running in 

tip-top shape. I grew out of that a long time ago, and I've realised that my 

doctor doesn't always know what's best for me. At the very least I see my 

spiritual healer, my homeopathic doctor, and my acupuncturist when I'm 

under the weather.. .it's like going to buy a car, you have to shop around 

and h d  which one feels the most comfortable to drive (Trevor, 28, 

client). 

The net impact of globalisation on Canadians' body modification habituses 

(although complex and not reducible to a solitary outcome) can be succinctly summarised 

by using Maguire's (1999, p. 41-46) idea of "diminishing contrasts and increasing 

varieties." Through increased exposure to an assortment of cultural ideologies about 

bodies, ritual body practices, products to enhance bodily function and display, and 

homologies of body style, Canadians are encouraged to be more tolerant of and willing to 

experiment with a full range of corporeal experiences (M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001). 

In this way, as more people participate in diverse body rituals and learn to share common 

perspectives about bodies .(e.g., the benefits of experimentation), the uniqueness of 

(occasionally referred to as the "authenticity") such rituals may be lost--or, in Maguire's 

(1999) terminology, contrasts between distinct cultural patterns of behaviour are 

diminished. Yet when cultural borders are opened and individuals feel free to pursue a 

plethora of corporeal practices-thus rearranging meanings about bodies and their social 

representation-increasing varieties of corporeal styles and performances are created. 

Reminiscent of Polhemus' (1994, 1996) description of the gathering of cultural "tribes," 

globalisation processes promote social interest in bodies as communicative sites of 

cultural exchange. 

In sum, as we transform into a more visually stimulated, information-oriented, 

biologically threatened, ethnically diverse, and global culture, one could argue that 



representation through highly visible body modification is becoming more deeply 

engrained in collective body habituses. In empirical examinations of body modification 

processes, then, emphasis should be given to the ways in which sociogenic 

transformation effectively alters social constructions of bodies. Previous sociological 

analyses of tattooing-and the bulk of extant research on body projects-have largely 

ignored the need to contextualise body projects within ongoing and unintended social 

processes. I contend, however, that in investigating why scores of Canadians are 

participating in tattooing body projects and how such projects are intersubjectively 

understood by enthusiasts, a preliminary assessment of their understandings of bodies as 

sites of socio-cultural excavation and display should be advanced. At the same time, we 

must strive to understand why individuals deliberately choose to redesign their bodies 

through tattooing amidst a full range of body modification possibilities. In the following 

Chapter, I explore tattoo enthusiasts' motivations for, rationalisations of, and 

justifications concerning their tattooing body projects and probe into the meanings 

ascribed to tattoos by contemporary wearers. 



CHAPTER 6 
LIFE-COURSE TRANSITION AND REPRESENTATION: 

WALKING THE DEVIANCE TIGHTROPE THROUGH TATTOOING 

In the previous Chapter, an examination of popular understandings of the body suggested 

that Canadians may be more willing to actively modify their bodies (in normative and 

non-normative ways) in the wake of widespread sociogenic change. While this partially 

advances our understanding of how body modification habituses transform over time, it 

does not answer the question of why Canadians choose to partake in tattooing body 

projec-r how such projects are discursively formulated by enthusiasts in the practice 

of everyday life. In this Chapter, I explore enthusiasts' nmatives about their tattooing 

experiences as a way of investigating their self-expressed reasons for being tattooed. 

Specifically, I argue that although enthusiasts often articulate their motivations to 

become tattooed as highly personalized (qua unique), an analysis of such motivations 

suggests that certain core motivations or justifications are rhetorically configured by 

enthusiasts in highly patterned ways. Inasmuch, current reasons for being tattooed 

resemble ready-made narrative scripts though which interpersonal meanings are 

constructed and reproduced. By uncovering the meaning structures given to tattooing 

body projects by their wearers, we are able to critically inspect the ways in which 

enthusiasts deliberately draw upon and negotiate the tattoo's long-standing association 

with social deviance. 

Common Motivations and Meaning: Structures 

There is perhaps no other topic related to the practice of tattooing that has been more 

scrutinised than enthusiasts' motivations. In past twenty years, sociologists have built a 

considerable understanding of why individuals choose to tattoo their bodies. Although 

most empirical or non-empirical investigations of tattooing include a typology of 

enthusiasts' motivations, the respective works of Sanders (1989)' Steward (1990)' 

Camphausen (1997), DeMello (2000), and M. Atkinson & K. Young (2001) provide the 

most interconnected expositions on the subject. 

Sanders' (1989) pioneering work on tattooing highhghts how a series of emergent 

interdependencies may stimulate one's interest in tattooing. Claiming that individuals 



chiefly mark the body through tattooing as a mechanism for indicating social affiliation 

and fostering mutual identification, Sanders (1989) points out how interpersonal 

attachments are intentionally created or affirmed through the process. However, he 

equally notes that individuals often "drift" (cf. Matza 1964; Prus 1996, 1997) into 

tattooing with no other motivation than to alleviate personal boredom. Moreover, he 

suggests that others may choose to be tattooed as a means of shocking audiences, since 

the tattoo is an immediate marker of social difference. Other motivations Sanders (1989) 

describes include the use of tattooing to symbolically chronicle life transitions or status 

passages on the skm, and the utilisation of tattooing as a technique for doing gender- 

namely, the social construction of hegemonic masculinity. 

Steward's (1990) reflections on his own career as a tattoo artist yield the most 

extensive list of clients' motivations complied to date. In a rather massive overview of 

enthusiasts' motivations, Steward (1990) outlines some twentyeight different reasons 

why individuals purport to redesign their bodies through tattooing. The list Steward 

offers is comprehensive in this respect, but is replete with unnecessary overlap. In paring 

down his cumbersome list, Steward identifies three basic groupings of motivations. Like 

Sanders (1989), Steward (1990) emphasises the importance of tattooing as a conduit of 

cohesion among small groups (e.g., gangs or subcultures). Tattoos are sought after 

because they immediately build bridges between an individual and a set of mutually 

identified others. 

Second, Steward (1990) concurs with Sanders' (1989) assessment that tattooing 

may play a central role in ritually transforming the self. In this case, tattoos symbolically 

mark the passage from one self to another. The attraction of the tattoo is in its lasting 

reminder of the transition, and how the transition may be publicly communicated to 

others through body display. Third, and perhaps the most eclectic of his categories, 

Steward (1990) compiles a relative shopping-list of "psychological" reasons why people 

are tattooed. He notes that individuals are drawn to this deviant social practice as a way 

of expressing what we might consider to be potentially destructive (e.g., emotional, 

physical, social) tendencies. For Steward (1990), these pathologies include 

homosexuality, rebellion, narcissism, sadomasochism, fetishism, and excessive ego 

compensation (Steward 1990). Reverberating with themes proffered in the psychological 



literature (e.g., G m e t  1983; Houghton et al. 1996; Howell et al. 1971; Lander & Kohn 

1943; McKerracher & Watson 1969; Newman 1982; Verberne 1969), Steward's (1990) 

analysis hinges on the idea that motivations toward this form of body modification may 

be largely unconscious and symptomatic of an individual's incapacity to effectively 

manage id drives. Motivations for becoming tattooed are interpreted as unlearned psychic 

mechanisms of defence through which an individual's libidinal impulses are transferred 

into socially marginal body practices. 

Camphausen's (1997) more recent cultural analysis of global tattooing practices 

provides a slightly different perspective on enthusiasts' motivations. Highlighting the role 

of tattooing in solidifying group identity, Camphausen (1997) details the ways in which 

tattoos are pursued as a normative cultural ritual. In "cooking" (Levi-Straws 1966, 1969) 

the body with cultural icons, one's motivations are structured by a desire to be a valued 

(and visibly recognised) member of a "WE" (Elias 1978, 1991 a) group. Conjoining these 

motivations with the use of tattooing to invoke spiritual energies, heighten one's sexual 

attractiveness, or transform the body into an intimidating entity, Camphausen (1997) 

draws attention to the idea that participation in tattooing practices can be underpinned by 

the desire to confoxm with prevailing in-group body habituses and corporeal rituals. 

DeMello's (2000) ethnographic investigation of the post-1980s middle-class 

movement into tattooing produced a new conceptual map for interpreting enthusiasts' 

motivations. She astutely constructs an understanding of enthusiasts' motivations around 

the axial idea that cultural deconstructions of tattooing in North America are fluctuating. 

DeMello (2000) argues that "classic" motivations for being tattooed remain popular in 

North America (e.g., deviant affiliation, ideological rebellion, or a challenge to the 

prevailing socio-structural order), while simultaneously inspecting the more socially 

"congenial" reasons regularly offered for their tattooing body projects (i.e., as a way of 

stimulating personal growth, exploring alternative or New Age forms of spirituality, and 

pursuing alternative body rituals). However, DeMello (2000) places undue emphasis on 

the extent to which involvement in tattooing is motivated by the desire to be an 

"individual." Even though a close inspection of her subjects' narratives (i.e., those 

provided in her text) clearly indicates otherwise, DeMello (2000, pp. 161 -1 62) portrays 

tattooing body projects as the isolated search for unique identity: 



Most of my informants emphasized in their narratives the individuality of 

their tattoos and how this was connected to their own personal 

uniqueness ... Having a tattoo should be, according to many in the 

comunity, linked to something personal and special about the person. 

The tattoo should indicate what is on the inside of the wearer. 

In the end, while DeMello (2000) supplies one of the most empirically-informed and 

substantively rich descriptions of tattooing practices, her conceptualisation of "the quest 

for individuality" through tattooing is unfortunately plagued by the needless assumption 

that individuality is only achieved in a homo clausus fashion. The sociality-as is evident 

in much of the extant literature on body modification practices-is either overlooked or 

underplayed through her analysis. 

In M. Atkinson & K Young's (2001) research on Neo Primitives in Canada, the 

authors take into account and question the motivations of a small faction of tattoo 

enthusiasts. Focusing on the ways in which the body is a text of political resistance and 

cultural commentary, motivations for choosing tattooing as a body practice (including 

resistance, status passage, physical endurance, beauty and art, and spirituality) are 

contextualised against dominant social codes about bodies and their representation (M. 

Atkinson & K. Young 2001). The list of motivations compiled is informed by first-hand 

narratives provided by Neo Primitives and existing research on other enthusiasts' 

narratives (M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001). As part of their conclusions, the authors 

contend that previous research fails to adequately explore how motivations to become 

involved in tattooing are historically, culturally, and contextually specific-and should be 

conceived of as learned and commonly circulated rationalisations. 

Reviewing the existing literature on tattooing, the two most salient motivations 

seem to be the confirmation of identity within a group of individuals, and the use of the 

body as a outward signifier of some form of cultural commentary. Literatures on body 

modification practices such as cosmetic surgery (Davis 1997a, 199%; Gillespie 1996), 

cross-dressing (Garber 1992, 1997; Segal 1994), physical exercise (Klein 1993; Maguire 

& Mansfield 1998; White et al. 1995), and dieting (Lupton 1996; MacSween 1993) 

resound with similar themes. Motivations for modifying the body, principally influenced 

by cultural body modification habituses (as discussed in Chapter S), are structured by the 



wish to symbolically coxxlfnunicate with others through the flesh (i.e., specific body 

shapes, sizes, or contours). Here, communication is based on socially diffuse cultural 

norms which help orient individuals to the symbolic gestures made through the body in 

everyday life (cf Labasre 1947). 

I find that extant research efforts on enthusiasts' motivations are useful in 

sketching a cursory understanding of how enthusiasts describe their motivations for being 

tattooed, but almost uniformly fail to fully discuss why individuals speczfically choose 

tattooing in the process of communicating with others; that is, why participate in 

tattooing and not cosmetic surgery, colouring one's hair, or an aerobics class? Similarly, 

individual tattooing projects tend to be reduced to a single motivating factor, instead of 

considering the projects as multiply-motivated. Furthermore, rarely are seemingly 

dissonant motivations conceptually compared in a coherent manner. Lastly, researchers 

have failed to address how motivations are learned over time and incorporated into one's 

body modification habitus. 

To pursue a more empirically-based answer to these neglected areas of 

investigation, we must take a step backward and readdress how tattooing has historically 

breached dominant social codes delineating acceptable bodily use and display. The social 

marginality attracts many enthusiasts to the practice, and poses an interesting paradox in 

relation to dominant cultural body modification habituses-in that while we are strongly 

encouraged to modifjr our bodies through a range of normative techniques, many feel 

encouraged to pursue alternative body projects which remain on the periphery of social 

respectability. 

However, of equal interest is that tattooing may be a quasi-normative body ritual 

among legions of social actors. Invoking the study of life-course transitions (cf. Elias 

1994; Sarnpson & Laub 1993), focus is directed to those life events and interactive 

occurrences which alter personal life trajectories- subsequently transforming one's body 

modification habitus. In this pursuit, a useful point of departure is Elias & Scotson's 

(1965) understanding of "established" versus "outsider" codes about the body and its 

representation. 



Dominant Body Codes: Established and Outsiders 

Written with John Scotson, The Established and The Outsiders (1965) is an historical 

analysis of a small British community given the pseudonym 'Winston Parva." 

Principally, Elias & Scotson analyse how community life is moulded around relationships 

between "established" and "outsider" social groups. Rather than binge the experience of 

social life on a hierarchy of socio-economic class factions, Elias and Scotson (1965) infer 

a model of figurational relationships that takes in account the distribution of power 

chances between groups. Established or outsider factions in a figuration include racial 

groups, ethnic communities, religious sects, or social classes. Although Elias & Scotson 

(1965) do not reject the significance of class d y n d c s  in society, class position does not 

supersede all other sources of social power, nor does it provide the sole means by which 

individuals mutually identify with one another. 

Established social groups are more deeply embedded in the "super-structural" 

segments of a figuration-typically because they have a longer history in the figuration- 

and consequently control many of its ideological state apparatuses. Therefore, established 

groups have greater access to, but not outright ownership of, economic, political, moral, 

and cultural power chances (Elias & Scotson 1965). Established groups have a 

considerable ability to influence the construction of social laws, promulgate cultural 

norms, and promote collective ways of viewing the world. Conversely, outsider groups 

are the more marginal members of a figuration-less embedded in power positions and 

are dominated on the basis of their limited statuses. Outsiders are excluded fiom 

participation in socially influential power structures of a figuration and their cultural 

ways of life (although not entirely dissimilar to established ways of life) are often deemed 

inappropriate or uncivilised. Members of outsider groups comprise key links in the vast 

chains of interdependency within a figuration, yet their interdependencies are not as 

extensive nor as deeply enmeshed as their established counterparts. 

Confirming some of the more central principles of Elias' (1983, 19914 1994, 

1996) work on civilising processes in Western cultures, Elias & Scotson (1965) reveal 

how social standards (including norms detailing acceptable bodily display) protect the 

vested interests of established groups. Pursuing the idea that social groups are mutually- 

oriented and interdependent, Elias and Scotson (1965) articulate how both established 



and outsider groups coalesce around shared WE images of identification (cf. Elias 1978, 

1991a). WE images are partly formed in relation to common social positions, roles, 

attributes, and intersubjectively held belief systems, but also include shared tastes or 

preferences for specific outward forms of collective representation such as bodily 

comportment and style (Elias and Scotson 1965). 

Supporting Elias' (1983, 1987) understanding of the sociological importance of 

bodily representation, mutually identified collectivities exhibit clear preferences toward 

particular styles of bodily display, and define differences in such preferences as a sign of 

membership in a THEY group (Elias 1987, 1991, 1994). As Polhemus (1996) and 

Muggleton (2000) have confirmed, members of THEY groups tend to be almost 

uniformly defined by members of a WE group as identical (e.g., their biographies, 

personal characteristics, physical capabilities, and cultural practices). THEY groups are 

resultingly deemed homogeneous collections of actors. Not only do established groups 

crystallise a collective sense of community around shared understandings of appropriate 

behaviour, cohesion is also fostered through the process of collectively condemning the 

attributes of outsider THEY groups-or more simply, engaging in a remonstrance of WE 

images and attributes supposedly shared between outsiders (Elias & Scotson 1965). 

In brief, established groups are mainly the social "leaders" in a figuration and 

develop into its legitimate or recognised social authority (e.g., dominant racial groups, 

patriarchies, and ruling classes). Since established groups wield greater power chances in 

the figuration and manage to finagle higher levels of social status than outsider groups 

over long-term historical processes, they are able to translate their ideologies and value 

systems into social conventions while discrediting the attributes of outsider groups- 

whose identities often come to represent human inferiority and barbarism (Elias & 

Scotson 1965, p.152). Included within these ideologies and value systems are social 

codes regulating bodily comportment and style-what Goffman (1959, 1963) might refer 

to as dominant codes of body idiom. Importantly, established groups are able to virtually 

dictate how norms about bodily appearance and conduct are codified into social norms 

and conventions. 

Over the course of the data collection process, it became evident that while 

individuals were aware of the marginality of tattooing in respect to the established 



lexicon of standard body practices (cultural pluralism and tolerance in Canada aside), 

enthusiasts expressed a sense of being drawn to tattooing regardless. The question 

becomes, then, why would an individual align one's identity with outsider codes or body 

practices at particular points in the life course? In particular, what is it about tattooing 

that motivates an individual to risk social respect, status, or identity, and be associated 

with a discreditable THEY group? The following analysis provides a set of answers to 

these questions by unpacking the main motivations noted by tattoo enthusiasts in the 

research process. 

Wallcing the Deviance Tightrove: Motivations and Rationalisations 

Through the analysis of enthusiasts' self-described motivations for their participation in 

tattooing body projects, one might conclude that established associations between 

tattooing and social deviance remain in tact. What we might refer to as the outsider (e.g., 

prisoner, gang, or flamboyant youth subcultures) participation in tattooing continues to 

flourish (DeMello 1993,2000; K. Irwin 2000). With such continuance, linkages between 

tattooing and those existing on the h g e  of society are made in popular culture (Carter 

2000; Connery 2001; Novak 2000; Scotton 2000). Furthemore, even though Canadians 

appear to be more tolerant of a melange of corporeal experimentations and cultural 

preferences about the body, this dubious shadow lurking over the practice prevents its 

widespread acceptance (J. Gray 1994). 

Data collected in this research indicate that most enthusiasts are not ambivalent 

about the tattoo's long-standing status as a symbol of disrepute. Indeed, as will be noted 

in this section, many enthusiasts actively employ tattooing body projects as a purposive 

violation of established body habituses-mainly in the process of representing social 

'difference' or challenging established figurational relationships and ideologies. Drawing 

upon the immediate outsider image of Otherness the tattooed body conjures in Canada 

(cf. J. Gray 1994), individuals actively "walk the tightrope" between deviance and social 

respectability. People participate in this historically outsider form of corporeal 

manipulation, but negotiate and co-opt the deviant status of tattoos in the process of 

conforming with specific cultural norms about the body. 



Around these central themes, the discussion of enthusiasts' motivations is 

segmented into two main components. In the first section, a series of motivations are 

outlined in the process of understanding why enthusiasts seek out the tattoo as a self- 

imposed or voluntary stigma (Gofban 1959, 1963; Sanders 1989j-effectively 

reproducing established and outsider figurational relationships and ideologies through 

corporeal display. In the second section, tattooing is discussed as a process of social 

conformity-a reflection of one's understanding that tattooing is simply not the terrain of 

deviants or social outcasts, but rather a normative way of managing life-course 

transitions. As will be discussed, common techniques of neutralisation (Sykes & Matza 

1957), accounts (Scott & Lyman 1968), and forms of motive talk (Mills 1940) are 

actively employed by enthusiasts to negotiate the tattoo's status as a symbol of deviance. 

Embracing Deviance: Marks of Disasliation 

The analysis of enthusiasts' motivations should commence with an acknowledgement 

that tattooing continues to be actively sought out as a method of aligning one's identity 

with non-normative behaviours or ideologies. Dialogical with existing established codes 

of body idiom, tattooing the body with images and icons can be an irreverent gesture to 

cultural body modification habituses. Given the extent to which we are encouraged to 

modify our bodies as part of doing identity (Shilling 1993; Synnott 1993; Woodward 

1997), those wishing to assert some form of social or cultural difference find a ready- 

made technique for creating and consolidating personal difference in tattooing. 

I. Deviant Affiliations 

Data presented in Chapter 4 suggested that social outsiders often collectively employ 

tattooing as an technique of mutual identification. Conforming with the outsider 

traditions of tattooing in North America, tattoos in the current era can signify one's 

affiliation with a group of "deviant" actors-such as style-oriented youth subcultures, 

gangs, prisoners, Neo Primitives, or motorcyclists. In these contexts, the tattoo is used as 

a public signifier of the interdependencies forged between individuals, and as a way of 

indicating a sense of disaffiliation with established others (e.g., dominant social classes, a 

dominant gender, or racial majorities). 



Motivations to participate in tattooing along these lines, then, are easily decoded. 

Tattooing the body immediately indicates one's membership in a select, albeit outsider, 

social group. Furthermore, indelibly marking the body with a tattoo denotes that the 

individual wishes to "permanently" identify with the group. In this process, common 

symbols, icons, or images are utilised by outsiders as insignias of the collective: 

About seven years ago, my brother convinced me to join the gang he and 

his friends had formed. It wasn't really much of a tough gang, these guys 

just used to like to pretend like they were all hard and walk around school 

intimidating people. I thought, he was my brother, right, and of course, if 

he's asking me to join the gang what am I gonna do, not join? I got 

jumped in and all that, right, the guys took turns for about a half an hour 

beatin' the shit out of me. I came away with a broken arm, twenty stitches 

in my head, and bunch of bruises all over my body.. .it hurt like hell, but 

you just have to do it, cause everyone else did. Just when I thought 

ev-g was done, and I could go home and sleep it off, they dragged 

me to this guy downtown for a tattoo. I totally forgot about that. I knew 

they all had tattoos, and I wanted one too [shows the tattoo]. See, it's a 

sign of the cross with a crown on top and flames rising behind it-like 

we're the kings of hell. ..The whole gang thing got really stupid after a 

couple of the guys were arrested and sent to jail, so we just quit that 

business. I still have the tattoo though, and when I look at it even now, I 

don't regret anything about it. I'm still good friends with most of the guys, 

it's just that now we go out and drink or chase chicks instead of finding 

people to beat up (Quentin, 23, client). 

Similarly, a self-proclaimed Raver named Rhonda (20) stated that: 

I have the word "PLUR" tattooed across my back. It stands for "Peace, 

Love, Unity, and Respect," which is a motto a lot of Ravers really believe 

in. I guess I shouldn't call it a motto though, because it's really a way of 

life. I've got like six or seven friends with the same tattoo, you know. 

Don't tell them, but I really ripped their style oE . .  .The whole rave 

culture is about making connections with different kinds of people, but I 



really think it's about meeting people who are depressed or picked on at 

school or by their parents. They come to raves to feel like somebody. 

Despite all the bullshit you read about raves in the paper, they're really 

places for people who feel like they don't fit in anywhere else. I started 

going to raves for exactly that reason. People are so open and respectful 

here that I thought I would tattoo the rave philosophy on my body as a 

symbol of devotion really. 

The tattooing process, because it is defined by group members as a violation of 

established middle-class standards of bodily performance, fits into the homological 

practices of outsider groups. It therefore meshes well with "alternative" fashion styles, 

music, political ideologies, and the overall "lifestyles" (Stebbins 1997) of group 

members: 

I think tattooing is just a natural offshoot of my interest in Goth style and 

music. You know, when I £irst started wearing Goth clothes, people 

fieaked out on me and it was like my parents were going to have a major 

coronary or something. Then, when I started exploring my darker thoughts 

through poetry and dance, they thought I was getting ready to kill myself. 

Just because I like something that most people are afraid of, you know, 
that shouldn't make people scared, I don't think.. ..Goth is about looking 

different because you feel different than everyone else ... I can't look 

around and be all smilely. I feel depressed, and I want everyone to know 

that I am sick of being told what to do and how to look. That's what [pulls 

up shirt sleeves] these tattoos are about (Christine, 24, client). 

In the current shopping mall that is popular culture, however, looking like an 

outsider is commonly fashionable. Appearing like a member of a deviant THEY group, 

or aligning one's identity with the subversive ideologies may actually be more important 

than "authentic" membership in the outsider group (Muggleton 2000; Thornton 1995; K. 

Young & Craig 1997). Explaining the heightened interest in tribal tattooing styles, for 

instance, the tattoo artist Earl (26) commented: 

When someone comes into the shop and asks for a tribal tattoo, you can 

almost guarantee that they live in Mount Royal or somewhere in the 



southwest [of Calgary], and are getting tribal work because they want to 

look like a Modem Primitive. They can't tell you where [country] the 

design has come from, or what it means, but they've seen them on other 

people and think they're cool. A lot of people are still getting caught up in 

that whole primitive thing, and from my experience, it's the rich kids and 

the women who are doing it just to wig out their husbands. It's just the hip 

thing in tattooing right now, but as more people get them, it will die OK 

Hence, some enthusiasts' described their interests in tattooing as solely motivated by the 

"coolness" of the practice. 

The deconstruction of the term "cool" is rather elementary if we first 

acknowledge that the 'coolness' of the tattoo is largely derived h m  its outsider status. 

Just as British and North American middle-class youth adorned themselves with fashion 

symbols worn by resistant working-class Punk rockers in the 1970s and 1980s (Hebdige 

1979; K Young & Craig 1997), established individuals in Canada incorporate tattooing 

into their physical representation practices as a method of exploring social deviance while 

retaining the bulk of their social respectability. Through the course of the interview phase 

of the research, the term "cool" was used by thirty-seven (40%) of the participants to 

describe their tattoos. For some, cool denoted that tattoos transform the body into 

something devilishly unique in reference to pervasive body noxms: 

I never thought I would feel this way after getting tattooed, but when I go 

to the gym and see myself in the mirrors standing beside other people, and 

our skin is all showing, I see how cool I look now. People stop and 

sometimes stare at me, and I like that. I like looking different and knowing 

that not everyone will do this to their bodies (Stu, 27, client). 

For others, "cool" indicated that the body transformed into an intimidating text: 

When I go to the park on a Saturday afternoon and play Ultimate with my 

fiends I always take my shirt off so people can see my tattoos. It's sounds 

like I'm a narcissist or something but I'm not. I just like to go out and 

flash what I think is a symbol of my power. Just watch the guys in the 

NBA, right, athletes do it all the time. Showing off a tattooed body is a 

cool way of getting an edge in competition (Brian, 26, client). 



"Cool" is also used by some enthusiasts to describe their symbolic association with social 

deviants; a means of closely but not completely identifying with a THEY group of 

outsiders: 

I don't know, I guess I have always like the style of the Harley-Davidson 

logo, and think the guys who drive Harleys are pretty cool. They the last 

real social rebels in my mind, the only ones who really tell everyone just 

to fbck off.. .My mother never let me have a motorcycle growing up, so I 

never got into it, but I love the design, and couldn't wait until I was old 

enough to get a tattoo (Kelly, 26, client). 

But for groups of WE-identified outsiders, the tattoo is not just symbolically or 

aesthetically cool. Tattooing remains an essential marker of commitment to a specific 

lifestylea series of interactive practices and a set of supporting ideologies which signify 

one's difference (real or perceived) from the homogeneous THEY cultural mainstream. It 

is sought out as a signifjring practice of outsider groups, with the pain involved and 

permanence of the tattoo understood as a stark illustration of one's commitment to 

socially alternative norms, practices, ideologies, or identities: 

People always asked me if it hurt, and I say, hell yeah it did. If it didn't 

hurt like a bitch everyone would go out and get one! But the guys [Skins] I 
hang with, we don't give a f k k  about how much it hurts. In fact, we 

probably wouldn't do it if it didn't hurt. I'm hardcore about my beliefs, 

and if it means sitting through the misery to prove it, well that's just that 

then (Colin, 21, client). 

If one more person asks me, "what are you going to do when you are 

ninety," I'm gonna smash somebody in the teeth. I'm not worried that my 

tattoos aren't going to wash off in the shower. I wouldn't have even 

considered it if it wasn't a forever thing. I'm what you might call a radical 

for animal rights, and for most people, that makes me a weirdo. But I'm 

c o d t t e d  to saving or bettering the lives of animals, and I'm never going 

to give that up for any reason. I'll fight for animals until the day I die, and 



the tattoos of animals I have on my body tell you that I am a believer 

through and through (Paula, 28, client). 

One's motivation to be tattooed, then, may be reflective of interdependencies (real 

or perceived) between members of a social group. The tattoo can be a physical statement 

made to others that one has assumed membership in an outsider group. This sense of 

belonging may be confinned by established others, who react negatively to tattooed 

individuals based on their culturally profane body practices. As individuals are labelled 

members of outsider THEY groups by conforming peers-and are encouraged to feel 

shame about their outsider body modifications-the process of secondary deviance 

(Lemert 1967) unfolds. Encompassing the deviant identity more centrally into one's self- 

conception, tattooing may become an outward manifestation of a deep commitment to an 

outsider lifestyle. Permanently marking the body through tattooing is therefore part of 

what the client Amanda (22) expressed as, "looking what people expect me to look like 

because I am different [a Punk rocker]. That's the way I feel, so that's the way I should 

look." 

II. Cultural Resistance 

The symbolic expression of affiliation with deviant others through tattooing need not be 

as esoteric or subculturally-based as in the above cases. For some enthusiasts, tattooing 

body projects are motivated by a nagging sense of malaise or ennui. The tattooed body 

represents cultural dislocation and social resistance. Akin to the CCCS understanding of 

how flamboyant or spectacular body styles are signifiers of social protest (Brake 1985; 

Clarke 1976; Hall & Jefferson 1976; Hebdige 1979), tattooing projects may be motivated 

by a desire to wage cultural dissent through the skin. Once more, key is the idea that 

participation in tattooing is an immediate violation of established cultural standards about 

the body and its modification-and as such, carries a preferred cultural connotations of 

deviance. 

Disenchantment with established culture may be a product of one's social location 

(i.e., class position) and a lack of social mobility. As Merton (1938) and Agnew (1992) 

point out, participation in such forms of deviance might be adaptations to the "strain" an 

individual experiences when avenues for success are blocked by structured inequality. In 



process-sociological terms, strain is produced by a lack of figurational embeddedness, or 

a deficiency in one's economic interdependencies. For four (25%) of the working-class 

participants involved in this study, motivations to become tattooed reflected a present- 

centred fatalism and feelings of social impotence: 

I never got the impression that people really care about how I look. They 

see the duty work pants and the hard hat and just ignore you, or look 

away. I know no one is watching me, and in some ways I don't think I 

count that much in the grand scheme of things. I mean, my job sucks, I 

know that, but it's a living. I've been working construction since I was 

fifteen, and I probably won't ever do anything else.. .Yeah it's frustrating 

sometimes, but you just find ways of getting by, you know, umm, you do 

things that make you feel good. Like I don't feel I have to live up to 

looking like somebody "respectable" so if I want to get more tattoos I can. 

It's one of those things that I do for myself, that makes me feel like I have 

some control in my life (Am, 30, client). 

For some members of the working-class, then, involvement in tattooing is a magical 

solution (A. Cohen 1955, Hebdige 1979) to common class-based problems of adjustment. 

In reference to the sociogenic changes noted in the previous Chapter, cultural 

resistance through tattooing may occur on a purely symbolic level. For instance, among 

individuals who feel entrenched within and ultimately oppressed by dominant capitalist 

philosophies, tattooing can be a method of expressing an affective-based resistance to 

consumerism. Arguing that individualism is ritually dismantled through purchasing 

practices and the accumulation of popular commodities (e.g., fashion objects, computers, 

video game systems, automobiles, movie tickets, or sports drinks), some enthusiasts 

spoke of how they were motivated to become involved in tattooing as part of, in Sanders 

(1 989) words, "customising the body": 

There aren't too many ways you can make yourself look different 

anymore. Fashions are shoved down our throats like we're zombies. 

People are walking down the street all looking the same, and we call that 

"our" culture. We're humans though, and I think a big part about being 

human is the struggle to make ourselves look different from each other. 



Just think about how exciting it is to see someone different in a crowd of 

walking replicants. The main reason why that's true is because we are told 

early on in life that being different is bad .... For me, marking my body 

with tattoos is all about difference, it's my cosmic way of leaving my body 

and then getting back into it when the lines of my skin are redrawn. I 

evolve each time I am tattooed, because I know no one else in this 

universe look likes me (Claire, 27, client). 

Some tattoo enthusiasts confirmed the idea that capitalist ideologies emphasising 

consumption, and not simply existing relations of production within capitalist economies, 

disintegrate personal uniqueness among Canadians: 

A lot of us are so caught up in buying what our neighbours have or what 

we are sold over the television. Not as people who choose to buy, but as 

people who are forced to buy if we want to fit in.. ..So, tattooing my body 

is a way of not fitting in all the way. How many times have you seen a 

tattoo shop advertised during the five o'clock news, or seen some fancy 

print ad for tattoo artists? You're not going to, most people don't want you 

to buy those services (Jack, 25, client). 

Interestingly, these enthusiasts rejected the idea that their tattooing practices were 

acts of conformity in relation to the cultural pressure to consume-particularly, to 

consume products related to the body and its alteration (cf. Featherstone 1991, 2000; 

Maguire 1999; Williams & Bendelow 1998; Woodward 1997). The fact that one 

"purchases" the services of an artist (and veritably buys a tattoo) is inconsequential to 

some enthusiasts. The avid client Evan (26) suggested, "it isn't that I paid for the tattoos 

that makes them important, I don't really care how much it cost, and I don't ever tell 

anyone how much I paid. You can't ask these guys [artists] to do it for fiee. The cost is 

just a necessary evil." Furthermore, these enthusiasts fervently argue that they are not 

engaging in such body modification projects in the process of conforming with 

established cultural expectations to improve, redesign, and beautify the body: 

It's not like buying a greeting card or choosing a new blender. You have 

to carefully think about your tattoo and sculpt it with an artist so it reflects 

your inner spirit. You know, so it's not like going to get your haircut 



because all the cool kids are getting it done this way, and if you don't like 

it you don't care since it will grow back.. .We are image conscious, but 

tattooing is nothing like the other common ways of changing the way you 

look. A tattoo is a permanent pact, and you sign on the dotted line the 

minute the ink hits you skin for the first time. There's no going back after 

you start, and that's really different than the disposable products we use all 

the time to change our outer facades (Harland, 26, tattoo artist). 

The integrity of outsider social commentary is maintained, as enthusiasts construct and 

promulgate understandings of their tattoos as symbolic gestures of resistance to consumer 

ideologies. Simply, tattoo enthusiasts do not view their purchasing practices as a 

subversion of their philosophies of resistance. 

In a related way, other enthusiasts were motivated to tattoo their bodies to 

symbolically oppose the ways in which capitalist social structures produce differences 

between people. Five (12%) of the middle-class clients interviewed in this study 

discussed how social difference is produced by the stratification of social classes, and the 

extent to which such stratification creates false cultural barriers. Akin to members of the 

White, middle-class wearing Malcolm X t-shirts or emblems of Africa on their clothing 

as a cultural statement denouncing racism (Hebdige 1979; Polhemus 1994, 1996), some 

middle-class enthusiasts utilise tattooing as cultural protest. Ironically criticising their 

own WE positions of privilege, these enthusiasts express a distaste for the systematic 

ways the working-class is marginalized as an outsider THEY group. Tattooing the body 

with THEY symbols of Otherness is, then, a type of in-group criticism among the 

established: 

I look around and see homeless people walking the streets and massive 

poverty in a city that is supposed to be booming. I feel guilty driving my 

expensive car sometimes, and hate the way our classes are divided into the 

haves and have-nots. We shouldn't have social classes in Canada, and 

we're told that all the time, but no one takes any steps to bridge the gaps. 

We might not be able to eliminate differences between people's incomes, 

but we can get involved in one another's traditions.. .I read this book about 

tattooing once, and learned about the traditions of tattooing among the 



working-class in the United States. So, part of me thought this might be a 

way understanding how the "other half' lives (Joyce, 29, client). 

Here, enthusiasts further articulate how the tightrope of bodily deviance is 

walked. The middle-class enthusiasts engaging in this sort of ideological resistance are 

protesting the material and cultural impacts of class-based social relationships-yet do 

not wish to lose the tangible social benefits associated with being a member of an 

established WE group. This is revealed by the images they choose (i.e., which tend to be 

more 'artistic' or aesthetically striking), the locations on their bodies which are tattooed 

(i.e., those which are typically concealed in everyday life), and the sizes of their tattoos 

(i.e., ten to twenty centimetres wide or under). Ray (3 I), a tattoo artist, remarked: 

You can always tell someone who has a lot at stake in keeping their 

tattoo's private. They're tattooed on their backs or around the waist 

because you can't see that in normal business attire.. .They want to feel 

hip, but they don't want anyone to know it unless they are trusted and 

won't judge them. 

Resistance to the increasing c'technological" nature of Canadian culture was also 

noted by eight (9%) of the tattoo enthusiasts. While the advances of "techno-culture" may 

increase our interest in moulding bodies into texts of representation, the per~eived esGape 

into technology and away fiom corporeality creates feelings of uneasiness among some 

tattoo enthusiasts. For these individuals, a preoccupation with "virtual" worlds and the 

interface between human and machines is an impending threat to our humanity. A tattoo 

artist named Phil (24) stated: 

In twenty or tbnty years people will be more like machines than like 

humans. We'll all have mechanical limbs, other computer assisted body 

parts, synthetic skin, and God knows what else. Combine that with our 

interest in generating forms of hyperspace reality and you've got a serious 

problem with accepting who we naturally are. I feel like I'm surrounded 

by computers and machines, and any way to join with body with my soul 

is a positive thing. 

Getting ''back in touch" with the physical self through such a primal practice dramatically 

illustrates enthusiasts' sense of alienation from their own bodies. Recent scientific 



breakthroughs including the development of wearable technology, replaceable body 

parts, and other methods of human-machine interfacing strikes fear in the hearts of some 

enthusiasts. 

However, the most common form of resistance waged through tattooing was 

described by enthusiasts as the contestation of dominant codes about gender and beauty. 

Unimpressed by mainstream notions of what is aesthetically pleasing, eighteen (20%) of 

the tattoo enthusiasts interviewed placed importance on considering traditionally outsider 

fonns of body expression and appearance as beautiful. Attempting to break free from 

what they perceive to be repressive conceptualisations of beauty (based on Judeo- 

Christian ideologies about the body), some stress the importance of taking personal 

control over the body in a culture that promotes a degree of individual body play, yet 

regulates, restricts, and prohibits the completely fiee pursuit of bodily jouissance via rigid 

beauty codes: 

When I was a kid, I always used to draw on my jeans. All the kids did it. 

Remember that, I bet you did it. But my mom would tear a strip off me 

when I came home after school and she found pen all over me. She said it 

made me look like trash or something.. .and when I got to be older I 

started to wear a pound of make-up everyday, and people had problems 

with that, calling me a whore or a tramp. ..All my life I've wanted to 

colour myself, design my body into artwork, you know? But every time I 

tried people hassled me saying it wasn't appropriate or it looked tacky. 

Like people have the right to make me toe the line with what they think is 

beautiful. So af€er I had my first tattoo finished, I said to myself, "This is 

beautiful, this is me, and it ain't coming off no matter how much people 

complain." All of my life I've wanted this, to be a piece of art, and now I 

am (Erin, 27, client). 

According to Erin and her peers, some Canadian tattoo enthusiasts actively wage a 

resistance to a stagnant and historically Puritanical ethos of body representation that they 

feel discriminates against outsider forms of body expression. 

In this pursuit, particular enthusiasts are often adamant about how their practices 

of body modification challenge gender codes regarding appropriate femininity(ies) and 



masculinity(ies). As the body is a principal text upon which established standards about 

gender are inscribed (Bourdieu 1984; Bordo 1990; Davis 1997a; Foucault 1977), 

enthusiasts may utilize the radical modification of the body to undermine constraining 

established codes of bodily idiom and socially prevalent ideas about gender. For example, 

rituals of the flesh are used to challenge Western notions of the physical capabilities of 

the female body to endure pain (that is, pain not associated with childbirth). They accent 

the active desire to experience and embrace physical pain as a means of personal growth. 

Female enthusiasts are key in this social drama as extravagant forms of body 

modification explicitly subvert Western conceptualisations of the c'beautiful" feminine 

body: 

I'm so encouraged that more and more women are tuming to body mod as 

a way of flexing their feminine muscles. There's a new understanding that 

Canadians have about what a woman can be, and I hope that we [at the 

studio] are playing a role in educating women that, "our bodies our selves" 

is more than a catchy feminist slogan.. .I think women who are painted 

[tattooed] are beautiful because the tattoo just exudes confidence. So it's 

beautiful, but not in the traditional way that women were tattooed as biker 

mauls or circus freaks, and certainly not in any bubble-gum, Betty Boop, 

"I'm a helpless bitch" way (Renata, 25, client). 

Seventeen (34%) of the female enthusiasts interviewed in this study were quick to 

emphasize that cultural expressions of beauty and the female body are varied and 

historically include a range of body modification practices. These women point out that 

women have participated equally with men in most foms of body modification around 

the world. In ancient Egypt, men were not allowed to be tattooed; women only engaged 

in the practice and used the tattoos as talismans of fertility and sexuality (cf. M. Atkinson 

& K. Young 2001). In the Mayan culture, women were widespread users of tattooing, 

piercing, and scarification to aesthetically enhance the body (Camphausen 1997; 

Rowanchilde 1995). Women in Borneo tattoo designs on their body as indicators of their 

social lineage, and Nubian women scar themselves to represent their fertility to males 

(Lautman 1994; Rowanchilde 1995). And, finally, Tiv women endure painful rituals of 

the flesh such as scarification to proclaim individual qualities of strength, courage, and 



fearlessness (h!lifflin 1997). In these ways, and as Mifflin (1997) and Pitts (1998) have 

suggested, the contemporary renaissance in tattooing practices confront notions of docile 

femininity by appearing at least consciously theatrical, and possibly vulgar or 

"grotesque" (Bhaktin 1984) when compared to traditional gender expectations. 

Similarly, some male tattoo enthusiasts stressed that body modification can be 

used as a means of exploring a variety of masculine identities. In the sociological 

literature, queer theory has re-positioned the study of the male body by focusing on how 

hegemonic masculinity (Donaldson 1993) typically marginalizes certain types of male 

bodies (Connell 1995; Herek 1987; Pronger 1990). Through the use of body 

modification, tattoo enthusiasts demonstrate that the male body is a cultural site in which 

codes of acceptable masculinity are as equally contested as codes of femininity on female 

bodies. Thus, for male enthusiasts, modifying their bodies through tattooing can represent 

a deliberate attempt to struggle with cultural power, sexuality, and established forms of 

masculinity: 

People already think because I'm gay, I'm less of a man. They think I'm 

not classically "macho" because I've chosen a lifestyle that runs contra to 

what we consider to be manly. But I think I appreciate the male body and 

being masculine more than others because I truly love the male body in all 

its forms. That's why I admire male bodies that are marked [tattooed] in 

ways that question what we consider to be manly, and point out that gay 

men possess qualities of strength and courage that straight men 

egotistically claim ownership over.. .People need to know that gay men 

are strong [physically, emotionally], but don't have to be overbearing and 

aggressive to prove it (Cole, 27, client). 

While both men and women clearly assert a defence against social regulation of the body, 

the point is perhaps made more by women, whose marked bodies are deconstructed more 

troublingly in Western cultures (Chernin 1981; Davis 1997a; Duden 1993; Katz 1999; 

Stafford 1991). For many enthusiasts, though, tattooing becomes a conscious attempt to 

resist established cultural ideology regarding what counts as beautiful, particularly as it is 

constructed along gender lines. 



III. Strained or Broken Interdependencies 

Motivations to become tattooed may be spawned by a series of strained 

interdependencies as weakened bonds with significant others (including family members, 

intimate partners, peers, or co-workers) may precipitate tattooing body projects. In one 

way, the fieedom to participate in outsider body modification practices like tattooing is 

facilitated by the loosening or elimination of interpersonal bonds. In Hirschi's (1969) 

terms, with the severance of a series of attachments to and involvement with nom- 

abiding others, individuals do not feel as constricted by established social norms. With 

the removal of informal social controls, and thus expectations about normative behaviour, 

some enthusiasts suggested that they drifted into tattooing in reflection of their changing 

figurational embeddedness: 

After I was fired for like the tenth time last year, I just felt defeated. But I 

got myself together and realised that it could be an opportunity to do all 

kinds of stuf f  that I couldn't have when I was employed. I let my hair 

grow long, I dressed in track pants everyday, and yep, I got a tiger tattooed 

all the way down my arm. With no one to care about how I looked, I could 

be me and not worry about someone breathing down my neck (Jerry, 25, 

client). 

Therefore, enthusiasts may find tattooing a more viable and attractive social practice as 

they do not fear stem reprisal h m  others for their corporeal transgressions: 

I was tattooed like fifteen minutes after I moved out of my parents' house. 

My dad always wamed me that if I ever came home with a tattoo he'd 

kick me out. I didn't know if he was joking, but I couldn't take the risk. 

Even if he let me stay, he would have hassled me everyday about it. Either 

way, I'd have lost, right? (Cliff, 29, client). 

Tattooing their bodies as part of sampling previously "forbidden bi t ,"  seven 

(8%) of the enthusiasts were partially motivated to become involved in tattooing 

following a perceived fieedom fiom culturally pervasive body norms. Resonating with 

themes in the criminological literature on the importance of social bonds (Gottfiedson & 

Hirschi 1990; Hirschi 1969; Matsueda & Heimer 1997; Sampson & Laub 1993; 

Smandych 2001a), the removal of one's interdependencies with others may act as a 



gateway to deviance. This sentiment was expressed by the enthusiast Dan (34) who stated 

that one of his tattooing projects was motivated by his wife's announcement that she 

intended to file for divorce: 

After that moment when she smashed our lives by telling me she wanted 

out of the marriage, my whole life was turned upside down.. .It was kind 

of h y  because she told me what to do and when to do it, in like every 

single aspect of my life. So I'm like the kid in the candy store now, eh. I 

do whatever the hell I want [laughs]. . .My ex-wife hated tattoos, man, so I 

thought to myself, I need to get one of them. So I had a hula girl tattooed 

on my back, and oh man, she would've hated that. 

From the above quotation, and others expressing similar sentiment, it became 

evident that the motivation to participate in tattooing can be contingent upon who 

initiates the severance of a bond. Among individuals discussing how strained or 

eliminated interdependencies spumed involvement in tattooing, most implied that (in one 

way or another) they did not wish the relationship to be terminated. In essence, 

participation in tattooing articulated self-perceived feelings of rejection fi-om significant 

others. In some cases, the elimination of the bonds might have been prevented (i.e., in the 

case of divorce, break-up, or being fired), while others entirely impossible to avoid (i.e., 

in the case of a family member dying): 

When my mum died, I started thinking about a permanent way of 

commemorating her. I took this old picture I had of her fiom when she 

was like twenty and went to a tattoo artist in Michigan who is the master 

of portraiture tattoos. After three months of waiting to get an appointment, 

I went and had her picture put on my left shoulder. It's my favourite 

tattoo, cause it makes me remember how special she was and how she 

loved me no matter what I did (Hunter, 21, client). 

Importantly, in the process of utilising the tattoo to represent one's alienation 

fiom others, the deviant status of the tattoo is reproduced. The tattoo is purposefully 

selected as the marker of the social misfit, the outcast, the unwanted. Wilfully marking 

the body with culturally recognised symbols of Otherness, an individual voluntarily 

inscribes symbols on the body that distinguish it immediately from the cultural 



mainstream. In several respects, the specific symbol(s) chosen for the tattooing project 

are of secondary importance. Mutilating one's body through the tattooing process 

(deviant in comparison to the mutilation experienced in normative forms of cosmetic 

surgery, dieting, or body-building practices!) is enough to signify that one has 

experienced a rupture in normative behavioural patterns. 

IV. The Quest for Excitement 

A central principle in Elias' (1983, 1994, 1996) research on long-term civilising 

processes, is that Western figurations have become relatively unexciting social 

environments. With the general pacification of figurations over time (Elias 1994), a 

collective need to devise and institutionalise cultural activities which strike a balance 

between personal pleasure and restraint resulted (Sheard 1999). As outward displays of 

emotion are largely pushed behind the scenes of social life, individuals learn to pursue a 

full range of activities which elicit exciting significance in highly controlled contexts of 

interaction (Maguire 1992). 

Fitting sport into the category of activities which elicit a level of socially accepted 

excitement for individuals, Elias & Dunning (1986) note that it provides an interactive 

context within which a moderate degree of violence is both permissible and encouraged; 

allowing individuals to participate in (either as competitors or spectators) that which is 

strictly taboo in other social spheres (cf. Dunning 1999; Maguire 1993, 1999). Sport is 

predominantly a social institution extolling the virtues of competition and physicality 

(i.e., as part of "character building"), while providing a source of temporary liberation 

£rom diffuse social codes curtailing violence and uncontrolled affective outburst. Sport, 

then, establishes an outlet for experiencing fiee-flowing but carefully managed emotions. 

In the words of process-sociologists, sports contests fashion an interactive scenario that 

facilitates a "controlled decontrolling" of emotions among participants and spectators (cf. 

Elias & Dunning 1 986). 

Elias & Dunning (1986), and Dunning & Rojek (1992) point out that one of 

sport's primary roles within complex figurations is to "de-routinise" social life. 

Constrained by dense chains of interdependency, individuals are socially required to 

engage in (and learn to internalise the merits of) predictable and emotionally-controlled 



behaviour. Sport is a social theatre within which spectators are deliberately aroused by 

the tension-balances (Dunning 1999; Elias & Dunning 1986; Maguire 1993, 1999) 

created by athletic contests. Sport is referred to as mimetic because it deliberately 

resembles war-like competition-socially and emotionally significant to individuals 

because it elicits a level of excitement, while structured by an understanding that the 

outcome of the battle is not as perilous to the participants as a "genuine" war. Maguire's 

comments on the mimetic nature of sport in Western cultures are worth quoting at some 

length: 

Mimetic activities vary considerably across the globe, both in terms of 

their intensity and style, but they have basic structural characteristics in 

common. That is, they provide, a 'hake-believe" setting which allows 

emotions to flow more easily, and which elicits excitement of some kind 

in imitating that produced by "real life situations,' yet without their 

dangers or risks. "Mimetic" activities, locally constructed or globally 

generated, thus allow, within certain limits, for socially permitted self- 

centredness. Excitement is elicited by the creation of tensions: this can 

involve the imaginary or controlled "real" danger, mimetic fear and/or 

pleasure, sadness, and/or joy (1999, p.71). 

Hence, spectators are excited by the oRen rough and violent competitive exchange 

between the participants-yet feel neither guilt nor repugnance in watching the battles 

since the struggles are not "real." 

Elias & Dunning's (1986) analysis of sport and leisure pastimes in England (e.g., 

fox hunting, cricket, boxing, horse racing, rugby, and football) underscores the 

sociological importance of conceptualising sport as mimetic activity. Detailing the 

sociogenesis of sport, they account for its role as a mediator between social order and 

emotional release. As such, Elias & Dunning (1986) cleverly incorporate elements of so- 

called "macro" and "micro" social analysis into their discussion-corresponding with and 

complimenting their process-sociological approach. Moreover, in research on football 

hooliganism as a world problem (Dunning 1999; Dunning & Sheard 1979; Dunning et al. 

1988), it is suggested that even socially dangerous fonns of sport-related deviance may 

be mimetic-as hooliganism and other violent more violent variations of crowd disorder 



are surrogates for open class conflict (cf. K. Young 2000). As the ritual "aggro" 

constitutive of hooliganism adds excitement to the working-class participants' lives, it 

quells more serious forms of social outburst. 

More recently, Sheard (1999) uses a process-sociological approach to examine the 

sport of bird-watching as mimesis. Positing the practice (i.e., "twitching") to be a further 

extension of civilising processes, he draws attention to the exciting significance created 

by the activity. According to Sheard (1999), by using a mock-hunt, mock-battle formula 

of action, bird-watching supplants hunting or killing animals as a collectively exciting 

social activity. Apart from process-sociologists, however, few have pursued empirical 

exaninations of mimesis in society. 

Principally, participation in the outsider social practice of tattooing may be a 

utilised as a vehicle for experiencing exhilaration in unexciting figurations. Involvement 

in deviant body modification practices like tattooing can be mimetic activities if 

constructed to replace more serious social transgressions that would jeopardise a person's 

physical safety, social status, or interpersonal roles. One may wish to get tattooed because 

it is thrilling, different, and produces pleasure for the individual. The act of tattooing, 

then, might be a carefully designed form of thrilling risk-taking behaviour. Yet 

involvement in an outsider practice like tattooing is a relatively safe or "controlled" form 

of deviance in this respect---entered into with the knowledge that others will not be 

physically injured in the process, and that one's status as a deviant can be discursively 

managed or physically hidden at times. Once more, tattooing allows enthusiasts to walk 

the tightrope of deviance, appearing physically different but not exceedingly deviant: 

The first few days after I was tattooed were really stressful. I kept looking 

and staring at my tattoo in the mirror and wished I could go back in time 

and erase what I had done. I thought it made me look like a freak, and it's 

strange because that's partly what I wanted to have happen. You know, as 

soon as my fiends started speaking out about my tattoo and every time I 

saw chins drop though I was all like loving it. That's really the reaction I 

wanted fiom the get go. You get this rush from looking different, and 

knowing people are looking at you and wondering what you are like as a 

person (Amber, 27, client). 



Furthermore, narratives offered by five (6%) enthusiasts (all females within the 

20-23 age range) indicated that much of the excitement gleaned from tattooing derives 

from the perceived level of pain and trauma involved in the process. While much of the 

literature on tattooing (e.g., DeMello 2000; Friedman 1996; Gallick 1996; J. Gray 1994; 

Sanders 1989; Steward 1990) offers an explanation of the kudos acquired from enduring 

the painful ritual in relation to the confirmation of masculinity, data collected in this 

research suggests another way for interpreting the experience of pain. The ability to 

endure long bouts of tattooing may be considered as a marker of one's extraordinary pain 

threshold-regardless of one's gender. Moreover, one's ability to withstand the painful 

ordeal is a flagrant breach of established cultural ideologies that emphasize how pain 

should be avoided or feared in everyday life. Being able to describe the pain experienced 

involved in the acquisition of a large tattoo as "nothing much," "no big deal," or 

something that is relished, can be amazing to others: 

It really is the first question on people's minds, and when you can say, it's 

[the pain] nothing 0.k.. . .Some people think you're lying and others have 

this blank look on their faces. Stunning people, especially when you can 

show how tough you are, is pretty cool, I think anyway.. .When so many 

people flinch and turn away from you it makes you feel, I dunno, like you 

are physically and emotionally stronger than people without tattoos (Jill, 

34, client). 

The label of deviant or outsider is, then, deliberately sought after by enthusiasts who are 

motivated to become involved in tattooing in order to flaunt their "unnatural" physical 

ability to encounter self-inflicted physical trauma without trepidation. 

Reminiscent of the carnival and sideshow traditions of displaying tattooed freaks, 

the tattooed body is designed to aesthetically shock audiences. Tapping into the outsider 

status of tattooing in Canada, tattoos are utilised by some individuals to call attention to 

themselves through radical body practices. Conceptually similar to employing the tattoo 

as social protest, tattooing images across the body may prove exciting as it elicits social 

curiosity: 

I speak with people everyday who want a tattoo so they can stand out in 

the crowd. I get to know people a bit when they sit in my chair and let me 



tattoo their bodies, and one thing that comes up all the time is that being 

different is important to people. I don't know how they got to that place or 

why they need to be different or anything, but if you cut through all the 

crap they might tell you about some deep personal reason why they want a 

tattoo, they're just telling me they want to look different fiom every other 

person and be noticed because of it (Jones, 27, artist). 

Given the continued marginality of the practice, and most individuals' (i.e., non- 

enthusiasts) lack of knowledge about tattooing, a tattoo may be a conversation piece or a 

device fostering social exchange. This is especially evident among individuals who were 

tattooed as a means of shattering others' perceptions of them as a "goody-two shoes" or 

"square": 

No one ever thought I'd show up some day with a tattoo. I mean, really, 

I'm an honour roll student, I still go to church every weekend and my 

parents are my best fiends. The wildest thing I ever did was have a few 

too many drinks on my eighteenth birthday.. .I sort of got off on changing 

that image people have of me. At least it makes people think twice about 

me, and not fit me into some neat stereotype (Allison, 20, client). 

The sociological literature on deviance has attended to how contra-normative 

forms of behaviour may be instrumental in providing "thrills" or spontaneous pleasure for 

participants. In their seminal work on the importance of self-control as an aetiological 

factor producing deviance, Gottfiedson & Hirschi (1990) note that one's lack of self- 

restraint manifests into involvement in a spectrum of risk-taking behaviours. Asserting 

that involvement in deviance gratifies an individual's unrestrained quest for excitement, 

they summarily discount the possibility that forms of deviant behaviour may actually be 

controlled excursions into hedonism. Instead, Gottfiedson & Hirschi (1990) account for 

what they perceive to be unskilled, haphazard, or unplanned risk-taking behaviour as a 

symptom of an individual's inability to manage their need to uncover immediate sources 

of gratification (cf. Wade & Brannigan 1998). 

In sum, the acceptance and reproduction of tattooing as an outsider social practice 

services tattoo enthusiasts in a number of different ways. Despite the assumption that the 

increased prevalence of tattooing in Western cultures is a general indicator of its 



acceptability among middle-class established groups (DeMello 2000), data collected in 

this research indicate that such an assumption is not entirely valid. Even though cultural 

attitudes about tattooing are clearly shifting, it would be fallacious to assume that 

enthusiasts themselves seek widespread cultural acceptance of tattoos. Tattoo enthusiasts 

may wilfully align their identities with social deviance in order to declare outsider 

affiliations, engage in cultural resistance, mark one's changing interdependencies, or find 

excitement in unexciting societies. 

Marks of Conformity 

The above discussion of tattooing centred on the ways in which contemporary enthusiasts 

embrace the deviant status of the tattoo as a means of consolidating their own sense of 

social isolation or outsider identity. However, given the flexibility of tattooing as a 

meaningful cultural practice, we should be careful not to reduce the sociological 

significance of this body project to the ways in which it bestows deviant identities on 

individuals. Inferring the tattoo as a floating signifier, narratives provided by tattoo 

enthusiasts in this research indicated that motivations for tattooing may be far less 

culturally antagonistic than those outlined in the previous section. 

Tattooing projects may be astidated by enthusiasts as an integral part of their 

respective repertoires of nonnative self-representational practices. The body work 

engaged in through tattooing is not intended to align one's identity with deviance, but is 

rather included in the pursuit of "deeply meaningful" forms of body expression. This 

does not, in any way, suggest that the expression of deviance through tattooing is devoid 

of cultural meaning or interpersonal relevance. Conceptual differences are, however, 

asserted between the level of meaning involved in "normative" forms of tattooing by 

enthusiasts who perceive their tattooing practices to be corporeal voyages of personal 

discovery---or in M. Atkinson & K. Young's (2001) terms, their "flesh journeys." 

The centrality of tattooing and social deviance does not fade into the background 

within expressions deep personal meaning through tattooing body projects. Cultural 

constructions of the tattoo as an indicator of social deviance remain central in providing 

analytical frameworks for tattooing projects. In these cases, the status of deviance 

surrounding tattooing is purposefully disavowed by enthusiasts; that is, their self- 



professed motivations for tattooing are partially structured by and against established 

perceptions of tattooing as a disreputable (sub)cultural practice. Wrestling with dominant 

constructions of tattoos, enthusiasts staunchly proclaim, "my tattoos are not like that [a 

sign of deviance], they are meaningful." Motivations are carefully configured by 

enthusiasts to distance themselves away fiom the so-called outsider traditions of tattooing 

in North America (i.e., White, male, working-class), and thus become interpretive 

resources (Gubrium & Holstein 1997) for deciphering the significance underlying tattoo 

projects. 

As will be argued throughout this section, some motivations expressed by some 

enthusiasts are perhaps best viewed as justifications rather than "pure" motives (cf. Scott 

& Lyman 1968). Examining the discursive constructions of tattooing body projects 

offered by some enthusiasts, we learn that common justifications are circulated among 

them as established techniques of neutralisation (Sykes & Matza 1957). Denying their 

involvement in outsider body practices, enthusiasts frequently protest that their tattoos- 

because of some deep-seeded personal meaning structure-are not signifiers of one's 

lack of conformity. Common sensibilities about modifling the body are tapped into, as 

are sentiments that the body is an entity which is meant to be wilfully shaped throughout 

the life course, 

Attending to Mills' (1940) understanding of how "vocabularies of motive" are 

constructed in the process of deflecting negative reaction fiom audiences following rule- 

breaking behaviours, we must recognise that justifications are largely historically and 

culturally bound. In this way, justifications for deviance are sensitive to both cultural 

time and space. Among tattoo enthusiasts in the current era, for instance, justifications for 

tattoos hinge on a desire to be different fiom the mainstream yet norm-abiding- 

justifications rarely made, or even considered, among the majority of enthusiasts in 

previous eras. Through a set of linguistic signifiers, tattoo enthusiasts are able to tell 

cleverly scripted stories about their tattoos, and thus manage potentially negative 

reactions fiom others. Elaborate stories about one's motivations to become tattooed serve 

as a type of discursive shield used against being lumped into the undesirable category of 

the social outsider. Questions about the authenticity of the motivations naturally arise, 



and individuals will occasionally go to extreme lengths to justify their tattooing practices 

(and their motivations) as genuine. 

Through the justification process, tattooing is co-opted (cf. Brake 1985; Hall & 

Jefferson 1976; Hebdige 1979; Williams 1977) into established forms of body play. The 

majority of enthusiasts offering clear justifications about their tattoos have middle to 

upper-class social backgrounds (78%), are a relatively well-educated group (a mean of 

fourteen years of education), and are tied to conventional roles and responsibilities (e.g., 

family, occupational, religious). Therefore, we may be witnessing a permanent invasion 

of "the establishment" into this outsider territory. Through a set of discursive strategies 

cultural understandings of tattooing are being reconfigured by these individuals, and as 

such, preferred ideological interpretations of tattooing are offered. 

In this section, "normative" justifications for involvement in tattooing are 

segmented into three main categories. The first category, role transitions, includes 

justifications revolving around the central idea that at key points in the life course 

individuals encounter transitions involving moments of self-redefinition and doubt. 

Tattooing the body with symbols denotes one's changing interdependencies with others 

and corresponding alteration in one's self-conception. The second category, afect 

management, includes types of motive talk detailing how tattooing is explored as a 

method of coping with emotions routinely pushed behind the scenes of social life. The 

third category, individual dzrerence, represents the justifications enthusiasts offer for 

their tattooing practices which revolve around the desire to be an "individual." 

I. Role Transitions 

The desire to mark changing interdependencies through the skin is not a motivation 

owned solely by those interested in aligning their identities with social deviance. At key 

points in the life course, individuals may be motivated to pursue a tattooing body project 

as a method of permanently marking significant interpersonal b'&msitions" (cf. Sampson 

& Laub 1993,2001) or changing identities within groups of others. Utilised in this way, 

the body is a travelling scrapbook upon which memories are permanently imprinted. The 

permanence of the tattoo is attractive to the enthusiast, as the recollection of the period in 

one's life may fade, yet the tattoo endures. Images chosen for these projects vary 



considerably, ranging fiom cartoon characters, Greek letters, animals, club mottos, family 

crests, or portraits. 

Paralleling the use of tattooing to confirm loyalties among deviant subcultural 

members, tattoo enthusiasts may carve symbols into the skin in order to declare a series 

of bonds with others. The classically deviant social practice is sought out as a method of 

aflixmhg existing or emerging (normative) interdependencies in an everlasting way. For 

instance, three (4%) individuals interviewed in the research stated that their tattoos were 

designed to commemorate their wedding ceremonies or mark eternal bonds with their life 

partners. The tattoo is a signifier of a new life trajectory, a fiesh beginning for the 

individual: 

When Karen and I were married in Hawaii, wow, it was the most perfect 

experience in my whole life. We were married just before sunset on this 

little beach with seven of our closest fiends. We stood in the water and 

made our commitment right there under heaven.. .As soon as we got back 

[home], we were down at the tattoo shop getting our tattoos. We planned it 

out months in advance, made our appoints with Steve [tattoo artist] and 

had picked out our designs. They're like another set of wedding rings we 

have. We joked about doing it at first, but after some time, and a bit of 

laughter, we thought it would be a beautiful expression of our love. I have 

a wave with the sun setting behind it on my shoulder, and Karen chose a 

palm tree with the date we were married written underneath it (Stu, 27, 

client). 

For other enthusiasts, marking the body within specific iconography (e.g., a cross, 

the face of Jesus, or the Star of David) was instrumental in expressing the strength of 

their religious convictions to others: 

The cross on my back really symbolises my experience of being born 

again. I was very religious as a child, since my family was, I didn't have 

much choice. When I moved out at the age of eighteen I took it as an 

opportunity to really go wild, and I let my beliefs sort of slide. Two years 

later, I found myself going back to church. The difference was that I was 

doing it on my own terms and for my own reasons. After a lot of thinking, 



I realised that I needed to recommit to Catholicism, and went through this 

whole period of being born again. Even though tattooing is something 

which is taboo if you interpret the Bible a bit loosely, there's no better 

way to show other Catholics how strongly I am committed now (Ethan, 

26, client). 

Thirteen (14%) of the enthusiasts interviewed in this study also indicated that their 

tattooing projects were designed to forge a permanent bond between fiiends, especially in 

the case where interpersonal affiliations were strained by spatial distance: 

Toward the end of university a bunch of the girls fkom my floor [in 

residence] who had been together since first year decided to get tattoos of 

university logo. I thought they were crazy at first, and that I would never 

ever do that. But right before the [school] year ended we were all out at a 

bar and I thought to myself that it might be one of the last times we were 

all together and having fun. I've been through some of the toughest times 

of my life with these girls, and they're like my second family.. .Two days 

later I was tattooed with the university logo. Andrea and Kim came down 

with me and held my hand the whole time.. .I cried thinking about how I 

was going to miss them, and when I look at the tattoo sometimes I still cry 

(Renee, 25, client). 

Several of the "older" (40-45 year age range) enthusiasts interviewed noted that their 

tattooing projects coincided with major role transitions encountered in later stages of the 

life course-such as children leaving home, acquiring a new job or career, or returning to 

university to complete a degree: 

The day I walked into the Shelley's [daughter] room and knew she 

wouldn't be coming home that night was one of the most emptiest feelings 

of my life. She was married, she had her own life, and I had to let go. You 

have a child and watch her grow, only to see her leave and this immense 

feeling of loneliness slowly sinks in from the head down.. .My tattoo, I 

don't know, I just wanted a reminder of her, something I could c a n .  with 

me forever. She came fkom my body and I wanted to return to piece of her 

into me.. .if that doesn't sound too crazy.. .I had this old finger-painting 



she had done in grade one framed on the wall, and I decided to have that 

tattooed in my left shoulder. She brought to home to me one day after 

school and stood there with her little blue dress on. She was so beautiful 

and so proud. It reminds me of when she was innocent and when she was 

mine (Helen, 45, client). 

While these motivations and are linguistically constructed as deeply 

meaningful-and therefore qualitatively different than the use of tattooing among 

outsiders-enthusiasts are not ignorant of the established cultural associations between 

tattooing and social deviance. Techniques of deflecting such negative associations are 

correspondingly formed so that the enthusiasts' identities are not negatively impacted by 

their tattooed bodies. Here, justifications (Scott & Lyman 1968) are discursively 

formulated to account for one's involvement in a traditionally outsider social practice. 

The underlying motivation behind the tattoo is not subjected to scrutiny in this process, 

still, the choice of avenues for expressing the bond may be routinely questioned by 

others. Enthusiasts often deem (or find) it necessary to narratively justify their choice of 

corporeal practices: 

One of the biggest changes in tattooing in the past like ten years or so, is 

that just about everybody coming in feels this need to make up some 

hodgepodge story about their tattoos. It's weird cause people will sit in my 

chair and think like they have to give up this really elaborate story about 

why they are getting tattooed. I don't know if they are just trym' to 

convince themselves or if they're trying to act cool in front of me or 

whatever. It could be, like, they are just practicing a story and looking for 

a reaction from me, but I feel like tellin' them, "look man, I've heard it all 

before" (Butch, 35, tattoo artist). 

Through the course of data collection and analysis, several recurrent justifications 

became evident. These justifications were not only conceptually similar, they were 

linguistically identical in some cases-with exact phraseology being utilised by different 

enthusiasts to articulate motivations. Take, for example, the excepts from two separate 

narratives, where the term "souvenir" is central: 



I think tattooing really is probably one of the best ways to define 

yourself in ways that you can control. Things happen to you in your life 

and a lot of them are beyond your ability to change, and you just have to 

accept what you have been dealt with and go from there.. .My tattoos are 

like stickers you put on a suitcase when you travel around the world, 

they are souvenirs of everythmg happening to me in my life (Rachel, 35, 

client). 

My body is under my control, at least that's what I like to think anyway. 

You can't control everything that happens to you, but you can take 

charge of your body and design it however you want. That's what 

tattooing is for me, a way of taking charge of who I am and who I look 

like to other people.. .I've gone through life-altering events in the last 

few years, right. I almost died in a wicked car accident, and my girlfriend 

had a baby. These were sort of the low and high of my whole life, and 

they happened in this real short span of time.. .They were probably the 

two biggest changes in my life ever, and the memories stick out in my 

mind. So I have a tattoo of my car on my arm, and a portrait of my boy 

on my calf.. .both of them changed who I am and I have the tattoos as 

souvenirs to remind myself how far I have come in life (Kevin, 25, 

client). 

Although such similarities could be the product of coincidence or simply an artefact of 

the sampling process, a close inspection of the narratives indicated that justifications are 

partially learned and distributed among like-minded enthusiasts. Justifications about 

involvement in deviance are, therefore, products of interpersonal interaction and (as 

narratives suggest) circulated among "intimate groups" of interdependent actors (cf. 

Sutherland 1937). 

Principally, justification for one's involvement in tattooing is learned from two 

primary sub-sets of enthusiasts. First, some enthusiasts learn how to justify their 

involvement in tattooing as part of a normative bonding process with "close friends" who 

are tattooed. Ready-made scripts of justification are offered by fellow enthusiasts as a 



way of promoting collective understandings of the practice. Placing only a slight 

variation on the justifications, enthusiasts eventually formulate their own "unique" 

narratives. Compare the following quotes provided by two second year field hockey 

players who were tattooed in the process of solidifying their relationships with fellow 

players: 

I mean, I guess I never thought twice about it, really. The girls all have 

tattoos on their ankles and that's just part of being on the team. You can't 

get one until you have f i shed  your first full season with the team, okay, 

but as soon as you do, you feel like you're really a member of the inner 

squad cause you get to do it and other players don't.. .We feel so close to 

each other, and yeah it feels just natural to want to go out and get a tattoo 

to express that.. .We're team mates and that means a lot, if you don't play 

sports and don't know about how important it is to be close to the players 

on the team, you just can't understand (Erica, 21, client). 

It's part of being on this team. Well, it's not like that's what we do it 

[tattooing'] as a team, but it is something that you get to do after you play 

your first full season., .I don't have any other tattoos, and probably 

wouldn't get any more because they just wouldn't be as special. You can't 

understand unless you play with other athletes and have to go over the 

whole obstacle course of feelings that come with wins and losses, success 

and failure. These guys on the team know me better than anyone else in 

some ways, and I feel close to them because of that-even after playing on 

the team for only a year. They've seen me at my worst and encouraged me 

to push myself beyond limits I thought I could never cross.. .My tattoo is 

about my feelings It's me saying thank you for being considered as a 

member of this team and being privileged enough to get to compete with 

them (Brooke, 22, client). 

Second, enthusiasts will also learn how to just$ their involvement in tattooing 

through interaction with tattoo artists. Spending anywhere from thnty minutes to five 

hours being tattooed, clients regularly inquire about others' tattooing experiences. Due to 



their unique position in the figuration, artists provide a treasure trove of information in 

this respect-including their perspectives on why other clients are tattooed. I spent many 

hours in tattoo studios sitting with artists and their clients noting the exchange of 

information between them. On many occasions the conversation involved a discussion of 

"why" people are tattooed-a topic typically broached by clients. One day, I watched a 

young man named Aaron (23, client) receive a tattoo of the sun on his back. He had 

stated that he simply believed the symbol to be "cool," and thus thought it would render 

his body more physically attractive. He stood out in my mind because during the hour 

and a half it took to complete the piece, he posed dozens of questions about why people 

acquire tattoos. He seemed particularly fascinated by the idea that individuals are tattooed 

in the process of a f h i n g  relationships with others. Several months later, I interviewed 

Aaron in a one-on-one session, and he described his motivation to become tattooed 

through the following narrative: 

All that stuff I was asking Cliff [tattoo artist] about was made up. I didn't 

want to tell you or him the real reason why I was being tattooed, you 

know. It's just like we were talking about, right, like getting a tattoo 

because you want to be close to someone else. That's how I feel about my 

girl[fiiend] Gwen, she's the light of my life and that's why I wanted a sun 

to show that. She's the only person in the universe for me but sometimes I 

feel like she's sitting up there in the skies out of my reach. She's up there, 

right, looking down on me and lighting up the path I am taking. 

Through a process of introspection, Aaron learned to justify his tattooing practices using 

a specific discourseas a justification that relates significantly more "meaning" than the 

aesthetics of tattoo art. 

In a related way, enthusiasts may learn how to justify their tattoos by reading 

articles in tattoo periodicals or contained on World Wide Web sites. As DeMello (2000) 

comments, mass distributed tattoo magazines (predominantly owned and operated by 

established American tattoo artists) include testimonials about tattoo projects, and are 

influential resources in the process of learning how to discursively fiame normative 

meanings of one's tattoos. Justifications are co-opted by enthusiasts, and developed into 

patterned ways of assigning social significance to the body markings. Therefore, while 



there may be a growing number of types of enthusiasts in the current era (i.e., their 

biographies or artistic preferences), there are clearly decreasing contrasts between their 

justifications in this respect. 

Evidently, enthusiasts who promulgate interpretations of their tattoos as 

normative partially learn how to justify their involvement in the classically outsider 

practice. The doors to normative social construction of tattooing are opened for 

individuals if they can begin to conceptualise the process as a deeply meaningful way to 

mark life transitions on the skin. The justifications and resulting narratives supporting 

them are, in some cases, far more important than the actual images tattooed. In managing 

its cultural status, interpretations of tattooing as a form of "tolerable deviance" (Stebbins 

1996) are produced by arguments that the symbols inscribed bear highly personal 

meanings designed to promote growth and mark the passage of time for wearers. 

In sum, these enthusiasts engage in what might be theorised as an appeal to higher 

loyalties (Sykes & Matza 1957). In denying their involvement in an outsider form of 

body modification, enthusiasts employ this technique to minirnise the potentially negative 

reaction to their body projects. Citing that their tattoos are indelible marks of loyalty, 

love, friendship, empowerment, or shared connections, enthusiasts deny involvement in 

cultural rebellion. The permanence of the mark is an indicator of the strength of a bond, 

or the significance of role transitions. 

11. Affect Management 

Marking the body with tattoos may also diverge significantly fiom the deviant traditions 

of the practice in that it may be utilised as a rather "civilised" way of managing affect. In 

Eliasian (1983, 1994) terms, engaging in this form of body modification may be 

illustrative of one's ability to express affect in highly controlled, quasi-normative ways. 

In figurations where a high degree of internal restraint is expected among individuals, 

finding acceptable methods for releasing emotion is required. The body, as a 

comunicative text, may be readily modified in order to manage emotions that might be 

otherwise pushed behind the scenes of social life or expressed through destructive 

avenues. 



In the sociological literature, research on emotions and their management (cf. 

Maguire 1992, 1999; Scheff 1983, 1990; Wouters 1989) has focused on the methods by 

which individuals curtail the display of affect in everyday life, or on the ways people 

renounce their own emotions through techniques of impression management (Gofhan 

1959, 1963). Arlie Hochschild's (1 983) seminal investigation of flight attendants typifies 

the (mainly symbolic interactionist) approach to the study of emotions. She attends to 

how one's feelings are routinely forced behind the scenes of public life-such that 

individuals are required to present false personas through social interchange. Affective 

containment is required when flight attendants are "on stage" so that airline clients 

experience flight in the "fiendliest" of skies. Research on the experience of corporeal 

breakdown similarly suggests that individuals feel social pressure to ritually hide or 

"pass" (GofEnan 1959, 1963) feelings of fear, frustration, and anger. Conforming with 

cultural inclinations to shun the open discussion or representation of corporeal disease 

and decay (Stafford 1991), individuals experiencing ruptures in bodily function are 

mainly expected to manage emotion privately and silently (Crawford 1994; Frank 1991q 

1991b; Freund & McGuire 1999; Katz 1999; Sontag 1991). 

Yet tattoo enthusiasts regularly speak of how tattooing can be cathartic; a way of 

managing emotions publicly through the body. The outsider practice of tattooing is 

rationalised as a normative healing mechanism. With pervasive figurational ideologies 

supporting the idea that, "it's my body, and therefore my choice," enthusiasts rationalise 

their practices as a pro-social, or "civilised" way of venting negative affect stirred 

through interaction with others. 

Robert Agnew's (1992) general strain theory adds key insights into how 

individuals pursue lines of deviant behaviour in responding to affect. For Agnew (1992), 

the experience of negative emotions (or "strain") results when one's life goals are 

blocked, when positive stimuli are removed in one's life, or when negative stimuli are 

introduced there. Whereas traditional strain theorists (cf Chilton 1964; Lander 1970; 

Menard 1995; Merton 1938) have zeroed in on the first of these three sources of strain (in 

the exposition of how social class relationships and dominant cultural ideologies are 

contradictory), the examination of the other two sources of strain are considerably 

neglected. Moreover, Agnew (1992) comments that negative emotions are managed by 



individuals in different ways, contingent upon the coping strategies internalised 

life course. Agnew (1992) hypothesises that people will turn to deviance when 
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stirred to such an extent that one's coping mechanisms are no longer effective for 

alleviating strain. His conceptual model is illustrated by the following: 

Figure 6.1 - Agnew 's General Strain Model 
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However, Agnew (1992) fails to consider that individuals may partake in social 

deviance as a normative (i.e., culturally tolerated) strategy for coping with strain; that is, 

individuals may participate in outsider or socially questionable activities in lieu of more 

serious social transgressions. We should not confuse the term normative here with the 

proposition that outsider ways of life become habitual or commonplace in groups of like- 

minded actors. Furthermore, Agnew (1992) does not explore the methods by which 

individuals are able to discursively account for their behaviours as products of strain, and 

their inability to cope with affect. Instead, Agnew (1992) traces the pathways of criminal 

behaviour through his strain model, thereby replicating the idea that individuals simply 

respond to strain in either normative or deviant ways. 
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Regardless of the aforementioned deficiencies, Agnew's (1992) model of strain 

and deviant response blends well with a process-sociological understanding of the 

management of affect and inner containment in "civilised" figurations. Conjoining the 

study of how positive and negative social stimuli produce strain for individuals, with the 

notion that people actively construct normative techniques of communication to represent 

affect, a powerful conceptual tool for explaining how tattooing is interpreted as 

normative social practice is forged. 

The analysis of enthusiasts' narratives indicates that motivations to become 

involved in tattooing may be shaped by the interest in expressing affect on the body. 

Through similar processes as outlined in the previous section, these motivations are 

justifications that are learned and disseminated among middle-class enthusiasts who deny 

their participation in tattooing as social deviance. Rather than lashing out at others, 

engaging in physically destructive (i.e., either to the self or others) behaviours, or further 

repressing the strain (leading to emotional incapacitation), thirty-two (34%) of the 

enthusiasts maintained that their involvement in tattooing was propelled by the 

experience of negative affect. 

For instance, some enthusiasts claim that for people who have endured emotional 

pain or stress (through biological illness, sexual assault, or physical abuse), body 

modification rituals help to cope with such experiences and purge the associated 

trauma-in many ways, directly related to the pain inherent in the tattooing process. For 

some female respondents, for example, this involved corning to terms with an experience 

of sexual assault: 

I can't believe it, even now when I'm sitting here talking to you [about 

being raped]. I was out of my body for almost two years. I can't really 

find any other way of explaining this to you than by saying I felt numb. I 

tried not to think about my body because I felt drty,  ashamed, and like, 

you know, I wanted to crawl out of myself.. .Then I met the people at 

[studio]. I went in one day with a friend of mine who was getting 

a tattoo to commemorate the passing of her dad, and after speaking with a 

couple of the receptionists and one of the artists, I started thinking about 

getting a tattoo.. .I thought a tattoo might help me re-claim my body, bring 



it back to my control, you know. I lost my body when I was raped, I was a 

stranger in my own skin ... I cried the whole time I was being tattooed, all 

of the fear, and hate, and sorrow came to the surface, and every time the 

needles struck me I re-lived the pain of the rape. I don't think any amount 

of talk, with whoever, could have forced me to get back in touch with my 

body like that.. .I consider that day my second birthday, the day I really 

started to move on with my life (Jenny, 24, client). 

For some gay male respondents, modifymg the flesh through tattooing marked their 

"coming out," a part of the declaration of a gay identity heretofore repressed by others: 

I finally mustered up the courage to come out to my family and fiends 

about three years ago, after almost fifteen years of hiding who I am. I'd 

just entered into a serious relationship with a man I met in the U.S., and 

after several months of enduring a long distance affair, he moved to 

Canada and in with me. I love Charles and want to be with him the rest of 

my life ... My tattoo [of a Gay Pride flag/banner] symbolizes the 

commitment I have made to Charles and to myself. This is me, this is who 

I am and I want people to know that I'm not living in shadows anymore 

(Buddy, 3 1, client). 

A vital part of the tattooing process for these enthusiasts is the ritual cleansing of a 

previously oppressed body, mind, and soul. As a female respondent also stated: 

Body modification rituals provide an opportunity for many victimized 

individuals to ventilate emotions, exercise power over negative life events, 

resolve traumatic experiences, gain self-esteem, re-claim their body and 

allow future growth.. .(Yvonne, 26, client). 

Inspecting the ages of enthusiasts citing affect management as a motivator of their 

tattooing practices, I noticed that the distribution was relatively bimodal. Enthusiasts 

were over-represented in the 18-22 age category and the 35-55 age category. For the 

younger category of enthusiasts, tattooing may help manage emotions frequently 

experienced through (but not exclusive to) specific stages in the life course; including the 

lack of confidence in a range of one's abilities, uncertainty about one's future, confusion 



about one's career choices, or fears about one's sexual attractiveness. The words of the 

tattoo enthusiast Gus (28) revealed that: 

There was a period there for about six or seven months when my whole 

life was in doubt, you know. My job sucked so I quit, and the whole thing 

looked like it was going down in flames. I was busy doing nothing, you 

know, spinning my wheels and getting nowhere fast. I don't think you 

could call it a deep depression or anythmg, cause that's not serious enough 

to describe what I was feeling. I was suicidal almost every day, and 

desperately searched for something to keep me going.. ..I went into this 

tattoo shop [in Toronto] with a buddy of mine who was being tattooed, 

and after I started flipping through the pages of the portfolio in the lobby, I 

started to think about tattooing like I never had before. The bodies on 

those pages looked pretty powerful, and everyone in the photos were 

smiling like they just won the lottery. So, I wondered what about it was 

making them feel so elated. I found out exactly what they were feeling 

when I got tattooed for the first time, like this rush of power came over 

me, and all the ways that I felt limp in life were gone. 

For the older age category of enthusiasts-as some suggest, the fastest growing 

population of enthusiasts in the current era (M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001)-tattooing 

the body with symbols can be a resource for socially displaying emotional strain 

experienced in later stages of the life course. A tattoo enthusiast named Ernie (41) stated: 

After my first heart attack, I really started to get in touch with my body. I 

never exercised or dieted in any way, and when the 'big event' almost 

killed me I had to go through a long process of recovery. Monitoring 

yourself [body] everyday makes you really think about your relationship 

with your body parts in every detail. My mentality about my body turned 

right around fiom defence to pro-action.. .Up until the day I was tattooed a 

felt like a prisoner in my own body, just like I was waiting to hear from 

the doctor about what was wrong next. I thought I was going to have 

another heart attack from all the stress. Instead of waiting around for 



people to tell me how my body was going to get sliced open or taken 

apart, I found a way to do make my body do what I wanted. 

Where the younger generation of enthusiasts are (in some ways) unconcerned about the 

deviant status of the tattoo, older enthusiasts are keenly aware of its traditionally deviant 

standing in Canada. However, given relaxed social codes about the body, the 

revitalization and professionalisation of the practice, and prevailing social discourses 

espousing the personal healing potential of tattoos, older enthusiasts find ways of 

justifjing their involvement in tattooing. 

By citing personal growth or affective management as germane to their tattooing 

practices, a central denial of one's status as a social "victim" is offered by some 

enthusiasts. Rather than passively responding to negative stimuli or the removal of 

positive stimuli, enthusiasts grasp the opportunity to work through their feelings through 

tattooing. Denying the existence of any victim in the process, enthusiasts discursively 

construct their tattooing practices as methods of managing and emotional strain. Again, 

this process is reflective of the idea that tattooing may be an expression of broader 

cultural pressures to engage in inner restraint or control. Tattooing replaces other forms 

affective display which may weaken or sever interdependencies with others-asserting, 

again, that forms of body modification like tattooing are highly interpersonal acts. 

The use of tattooing to manage affect (particularly, given the age distribution of 

enthusiasts) seriously challenges Gottfiedson & Hirschi's (1990) emphasis on "persistent 

heterogeneity" or "cumulative continuity," while supporting Sampson & Laub's (1993) 

understanding of how individuals' involvement in (or attitudes toward) deviance changes 

over the life course. As body habituses transform over time in response to life-course 

transition, shifting interdependencies, and the experience of affect, sensibilities about 

tattooing are reconstituted. Involvement may occur at any age, regardless of one's 

previous history with deviance or perspectives about tattooing. The past is not prologue, 

and individuals do not neatly conform with age-curves or models predicting involvement 

in the deviant practice. Furthermore, as involvement in tattooing can be justified on the 

basis of confirming bonds or managing negative affect, Elias' (1978, 1991, 1994) 

understanding of interdependencies and their role in influencing understandings of 



behaviour is a better-suited conceptual model (i.e., in comparison to the discussion of 

social bonds in the deviance literature) for analysing tattooing practices. 

Reaffirming other central tenets of process-sociology (Elias 1983, 1994, 1996), 

self-professed motivations based on affective display suggest that bodies are increasingly 

rationalised through civilising processes. The skin is utilised as a communicative text 

upon which personalised messages about the individual are intextuated. However, just as 

personal motivations to become involved in tattooing are monumental in grasping the 

sociological significance of the practice (and how its outsider status is veritably 

negotiated), of equal importance is a recognition that established cultural habituses direct 

specific uses of tattooing; that is, as a high degree of inner restraint is required and 

rewarded in Western figurations, individuals utilise tattoos as signifiers of one's ability to 

conform with cultural edicts. Tattooing is, then, a form of mimesis-a body technique 

designed as a controlled decontrolling of emotions. 

In brief, these flesh journeys (M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001) represent personal 

status passages and the ritualistic purging of emotional strain. Ultimately, how "publicly" 

an individual chooses to display the passage is unique in each case. A status passage can 

be kept private and hidden, being shared with only a few intimate others, or may be 

openly discussed as a means of encouraging others to explore the potential for personal 

growth associated with tattooing (as will be discussed in the next Chapter). In either 

situation, tattooing is both an inward and outward symbol that the person has made a 

conscious life choice that binds him/her self to a desire to move beyond a former identity 

or experience. 

III. Individual Difference 

Being and looking "different" is a widely promoted cultural goal in Western figurations. 

Whether we are discussing achievement in school, success in the workplace, or 

distinction in sport, being noticed is an overarching desire for many Canadians. 

Inasmuch, the search for distinction through body modification (Camphausen 1997; 

Davis 1997a; Featherstone 2000; Pitts 1998; Shilling 1993; Woodward 1997) conforms 

well with a matrix of established cultural codes detailing how corporeality is to be 

experienced. Even though it supports dominant consumer discourses about doing 



identity-work through the body-which tend to homogenise corporeal styles and body 

shapes (Featherstone 1991; McRobbie 1994; Muggleton 2000; Redhead 1997, 1998)- 

tattooing can be justified by enthusiasts as part of a private quest for individuality. The 

rejection of the tattoo as an outsider practice is asserted once more, as enthusiasts 

interpret their involvement in tattooing as a normative means of "personalising" the self 

through body alteration. 

The discussion of one's motivations around the theme of individuality provides 

enthusiasts with what Hewitt & Stokes (1975) might refer to as a "sin license." If this 

outsider form of body modification can be articulated as part of one's pursuit of a 

genuine (i.e., personally meaningful) way of expressing the "inner self," then the practice 

may be wholly justified. If wrapped in catch-phrases or clichCs about capturing meaning 

or authenticity in life, then the tattooing process is cleverly packaged as a form of cultural 

conformity. Temporary breaches of class-based body codes are permissible, since the 

body project is a bourgeois form of self-improvement. 

For example, some enthusiasts stated that tattooing represents a desire to expand 

the cultural boundaries of personal expression and creativity. Feeling that they are 

prisoners of popular culture, enthusiasts claim that people are limited in the potential 

range of personal (bodily) expressions available given established Canadian mores. 

Ironically, while they believe that Canadians are more tolerant of varying cultural beliefs 

and expressions (see Chapter 5), they perceive individuality to be in decline in the 

modem global village as a time when spatial areas and cultural differences are merging, 

blending, and losing their uniqueness. As the sense of community is in decline in the 

modem urban metropolis, and as people are being dehumanized through mass marketed 

body products, some enthusiasts are searching for a method of re-injecting authenticity 

and personal identification into corporeal practices: 

See this, all of this, this is about me and nobody else. This is like, like 

another way to introduce myself, another name I have. No one else will 

look like this, ever, because the designs I have done are custom, that's 

what I believe in.. .it's like another signature or thumb print, it's all about 

me (Brian, 27, client). 



For this reason, the tattoos some enthusiasts request are predominantly "custom" 

(M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001; DeMello 2000; K. Irwin 2000; Vail 1999). Tattoos are 

typically designed for (and sometimes by) the individual, taking into consideration the 

specific biography of the person, the contours and shape of hisher body, and artist-client 

negotiated ideas about the aesthetic appearance of the prospective work. Influenced by a 

plethora of tattoo styles from around the world, most of the tattoos are "one-time" 

designs: 

Every person that walks through the door comes in because they're 

searching for something. My job is to lead them down the path of 

discovery. I have to get to know them, to become fiiends so I can get into 

their heads and help them become who they want to be. So, I think a body 

mod artist needs to be a shaman, a healer, and a soothsayer that guides a 

mystic journey.. .The mark that remains in the skin is only the end of the 

process, man, it remains when the journey is over, or to mark that it [the 

journey] has only begun. That's why I don't tattoo designs off the wall, 

and it's why we sit down together and draw out something unique for 

every soul who walks in here (Andrew, 29, artist). 

Again, this jibes well with contemporary middle-class sensibilities about tattooing-in 

that the "client" purchases the services of an "artist" who facilitates the individual's flesh 

journey. Just as the plastic surgeon is viewed as a trained flesh artist, a tattooist is a 

mediator between what individuals perceive themselves to be, and what they wish to be: 

If you boil it all down, my job is to help people realise their visions. 

Somebody comes in and has something in their head. It might be a very 

specific image, but it could be this general style that they like or even a 

really vague feeling they want to turn into a tattoo. In my opinion, that's 

what makes a good tattoo artist, someone who can think up art that will 

help people along with that process. Anyone can trace a design someone 

brings in but not everyone can sit down and listen to the person wanting 

the tattoo.. .Plus, if you can't do that nowadays, and just tell people what 

you can do for them and that's it, then you aren't going to last in business 



long. People are really particular, and if you can't meet their demands then 

someone else will (Stan, 27, tattoo artist). 

The motivation to assert individuality through tattooing is also evident among 

enthusiasts who possess an interest in permanently etching an especially meaningful one- 

time event on their bodies. For some tattoo enthusiasts, this may be a commemoration of 

a distinguishing achievement at work: 

I had my "eyes on the prize," so they say, for close to six years. I'd been 

busting my ass to become a junior partner in the firm and after a lot of 

hard work and luck, my ship came in. I'd promised myself I would take a 

long trip to Tahiti and get a tattoo of the scales of justice to celebrate. As 

soon as I got back from the trip, my arm was bare and the ink was going 

in, baby! (Gordon, 39, client). 

While in other cases, the tattoo is an indicator of a status passage through a "first-time 

event" that symbolically separates the person from unspectacular others: 

After three years of pretty intense training, and a shitload of money, I got 

my pilot's license and was able to take my h t  solo flight. If you think 

about how many people fly everyday, but how few people actually know 

how to fly a plane, it makes you feel like one in a million-because you 
really are one in a million. It's not like driving a car, right. Everyone can 

do that and we take it for granted. How many pilots do you know 

though?. . .I have a cartoon drawing of a plane with a cigar hanging out of 

the propeller as my gift to me. It's all about that day I finished my task and 

could say that I accomplished what I set out to (Gwen, 27, client). 

In either of the above instances, enthusiasts differentiate themselves fiom others 

by marking specific images on their bodies. Rather than viewing their corporeal 

inscriptions as symbols of deviant Otherness, the tattoos are interpreted as marks of 

positive distinction: 

I've never considered that I've ruined myself or anything like that because 

I have a few tattoos. Each one I have, as we have been talking about, is not 

only a part of me now, but it reflects a part of who I am. And I mean, if 

you are doing it for those reasons, how could anyone gripe with you about 



it. I think, well, as long as you are getting inked for yourself and not to 

shock the shit out of your parents or something, you've got your head on 

straight (Mary, 25, artist). 

But if we are to conceptualise tattooing body projects as the search for 

authenticity and personal meaning (i.e., individuality), then this quest must be located 

within broader webs of interdependencies and processes of human interchange. As 

individuality is only achieved in a group context (Elias 1978, 1983, 1991), a personal 

sense of uniqueness is crystallised in reference to others' ideologies, practices, and 

identities. Take the above comments made by Gordon, which indicate that his sense of 

individuality was aflirmed by the way his work-related success differentiated him from 

others. Similarly, the way Gwen commented that her ability to fly a plane sets her apart 

fiom the crowd--consolidated by the tattooing process. What makes the tattoo unique 

(and therefore represents the uniqueness of the self) is the fact that while anyone could 

have selected the particular image in the process of self-redefinition, these individuals 

view their tattoos as unique because they chose the tattoo and attributed a highly personal 

meaning structure to the mark. 

Yet these enthusiasts conspicuously refrained fiom discussing how their tattoos 

conform with established understandings of the body as a text of identity-particularly, 

in relation to dominant class (as discussed above) and gender-based body codes. Female 

enthusiasts might, for example, proclaim a sense of individualism through tattooing 

practices, but closely conform with established codes about acceptable female body play. 

Although sociologists have been quick to examine the increased participation of women 

in tattooing, and the variation in the tattooing styles worn by women (DeMello 2000; 

Mifflin 1997; Sanders 1989, 1991), few note that women still typically select smaller 

tattoos in comparison to their male counterparts. Moreover, contemporary female 

enthusiasts generally choose images encoded with established Western constructions of 

femininity. For instance, common images include flowers, dolphins and other "docile" 

creatures, abstract art, and cosmic imagery (e.g., suns, moons, and stars): 

I just think that a ring of flowers around my ankle looks a lot more like 

"me" than a skull and dagger or a pair of dice with flames coming up fiom 

behind them. I'm a girl and I feel comfortable looking like one, like, I'm 



not a butch. I have friends who have permanent make-up and that's the 

same exact thing. My tattoo is kind of like a piece of jewellery that I got 

to design myself that won't get stolen. I won't lose it someday, and it 

won't get broken if I hit it against something (Roma, 23, client). 

The middle of the lower back is the most common location for tattooing body projects 

among females (38% of the females in this study were tattooed on their lower backs)- 

mainly for concealment purposes. Even though female participation in tattooing has 

ascended to unprecedented levels in the past ten years-and with it speculation about the 

degree to which established gender-based body codes are decaying-it would be remiss 

to ignore that female enthusiasts often pursue individualism through tattooing within the 

parameters of established femininity. Hence, established constructions of femininity are 

visibly reproduced through the tattooing process. 

In sum, the pursuit of what enthusiasts interpret to be a quest for individuality 

should not be taken as a confinnation of tattooing as socially "isolated" body project. 

Despite the justifications and rationalisations enthusiasts offer about their tattoos as 

declarative acts of individuality, we must not lose sight of the idea that these 

understandings are circulated and popularised in accordance with established social 

norms about bodies and their modification. Justifications whirling around the premise of 
individuality are learned and intersubjectively promoted by enthusiast~specially in 

relation to established discourses encouraging individuals to be "different" (but not too 

different!) through body work. Once more, the deviant status of the tattoo (or more 

generally the tattooing body project) is rejected in favour of a position supported by 

culturally positive goals of self-improvement, self re-definition, and personal growth. 

Almost uniformly, by renouncing the tattooing practices of those who appear to 

modify their bodies without similar motivations and justifications (i.e., those discussed 

throughout this Chapter), enthusiasts draw in-group boundaries between established and 

outsiders in the tattoo figuration. Definitions of tattooing as a deviant social practice are 

not denied outright, but rather negotiated by demarcating established (i.e., normative, 

culturally conforming, individually beneficial) from outsider (i.e., destructive, hedonistic, 

or devoid of meaning) uses of the tattoo. Selfdefined "meaningfW tattooing projects are 

judged against those which are deemed to be meaningless by established middle-class 



enthusiasts. Whereas the long-standing deviant uses and meaning structures attributed to 

tattoos (i.e., as a form of cultural disaffiliation or resistance) were the historically 

established interpretations in the figuration, the middle-class encroachment into the 

figuration poses a significant contestation to these codes-to the extent that they are now 

outsider perspectives in contemporary practice. 

Data presented in this Chapter also indicate that justifications and corresponding 

sensibilities about tattooing are learned during different stages of the life course. Rather 

than suggesting that predispositions toward tattooing behaviour are formed early in the 

liferearing their heads in response to key transitions-we must view motivations 

toward tattooing body projects as malleable. Given unanticipated twists and turns in their 

lives, individuals often find themselves involved in tattooing quite to their own 

amazement. Through ongoing sociogenic and psychogenic processes, tattooing habituses 

are formed over time in unanticipated ways. Illustrating how and why individuals "tum 

to" forms of social deviance at various forks or transitions in life trajectories, the 

examination of enthusiasts' motivations and justifications brings to the fore how 

discursive techniques are drawn upon in the process of socially managing one's 

involvement in tattooing. In the following Chapter, I delve deeper into how enthusiasts 

experience reaction to their tattoos, and explore how they principally shape others' 

reactions through a series of impression management techniques. 



CHAPTER 7 
SHAME, REPUGNANCE, AND DISPLAY: 

EXPERIENCING REACTIONS TO TATTOO BODY PROJECTS 

One cannot spend extended periods of time in tattoo studios without coming to the 

realisation that people who inscribe tattoos into their bodies often fear negative reactions 

fiom others. Data presented in Chapter 6 outlined how enthusiasts construct discursive 

strategies to minimise or deflect these negative reactions. Justifying the outsider practice 

with personally significant motivations, enthusiasts often portray their body projects as 

meaningful cultural expressions. Although scores of enthusiasts actively seek out 

condemning reactions fiom people as a means of drawing attention to ideologies of 

resistance or contempt, their more conforming fellows regularly avoid public disclosure 

of their involvement in tattooing. 

For some enthusiasts, exhibiting the tattooed body is precarious social practice. 

Unsure of how others will interpret their predilections for tattooing, enthusiasts may 

refuse to display tattoo body projects in most social contexts. Of central concern for these 

enthusiasts is how and when non-tattooed others will deconstruct tattooed skin as a 

breach of established body practice. Worried that a tattoo will be interpreted as a sign of a 

personal inability to conform with social norms and mores, enthusiasts participate in a 

series of interaction rituals geared toward protecting their statuses among norm-abiding 

people. 

In this Chapter, two principal themes are addressed in the process of exploring 

how social life is experienced as a tattoo enthusiast. Basing the analysis on how tattoos 

are incorporated into an enthusiast's sense of self, and the contexts within which tattoos 

are wilfully given to be "read" by others, attention is directed to the processes through 

which body modification projects become purposefully communicative gestures. 

Importantly, if established cultural readings of tattooing underscore the disrespectability 

of the practice-and some enthusiasts are adamant about distancing themselves from 

such pejorative labelling-then specific techniques of concealment should be utilised in 

managing their physical stigma. As discussed here, for those enthusiasts especially 

sensitive to negative reactions (i.e., the loss of bonds or diminished social statuses) from 

significant others, carefully regulating the physical appearance of a tattooed body 



becomes part of everyday regimen. Conversely, for enthusiasts who do not view their 

tattoos as especially discrediting (such that they feel little shame or embarrassment about 

their physical modifications), negative reactions fiom others can be interpreted as either a 

fringe benefit or mere annoyance associated with the practice. 

Tattooing and the Reflexive Self 

As noted throughout the analysis in previous Chapters, a substantial amount of empirical 

research is not required to forge conceptual connections between tattooing and the self. 

Even if extant sociological research on tattooing (e.g., DeMello 1993, 2000; Mifflin 

1997; K. Irwin 2000; Sanders 1989; St. Clair & Govenar 1981; Steward 1990; Vail 1999) 

failed to address the impact of the inscriptions on one's self-conception, a researcher does 

not make a dramatic theoretical leap in conjoining the study of tattooing with definitions 

of the self. Sanders (1989, p.47) writes: 

Tattooees consistently conceive of the tattoo as having an impact on their 

definition of self and demonstrating to others information about their 

unique interests and social connections.. .all interviewees spoke at some 

length about their social experiences with others and how the tattoo 

affected their identities and interactions. 

Those sociologists curious about the nature of self-definition and physical 

representation through tattooing are largely indebted to the sociologies of everyday life-- 

to name a few, hermeneutics, symbolic interactionism, ethnomethodology, dramaturgy, 

phenomenology, and existential sociology. Indeed, Sanders' (1989, 1991), Vail's (1999), 

and DeMello's (2000) pioneering research statements on tattooing are either squarely or 

loosely located within the theoretical traditions of symbolic interaction (Blumer 1969; 

Mead 1934) and dramaturgy (Gofhan 1959, 1963). Holding firm to the idea that the self 

is substantially moulded through the course of human interchange, sociologists 

employing one (or a combination of) the aforementioned sociologies of everyday life 

generally assume that one's identity is formed through reflection on the verbal and 

physical feedback offered by offers in situated contexts of interaction over time. 

It seems rather commonplace (yet essential) to assert that individuals acquire 

understandings of the self through social interchange. In Gofhan's (1959, 1963, 1967) 



expositions on the importance of self-definition through social interaction, he suggests 

that the physical cues offered to others through scripted body perfonnance are pivotal in 

shaping interpretations of the self. Like Mead (1934) and Blumer (1969), Gofban's 

arguments balance on the assumption that the social self is a malleable product, subject to 

manipulation through situated techniques of body posturing and display. Inasmuch, 

individuals are empowered to be their own agents of self "control." Dissimilar to the 

preponderance of contemporary analyses of bodies, which claim "resistance" to 

established body standards to be the true method of corporeal liberation and agency (e.g., 

Bordo 1989; Fiske 1989% 1989b; Davis 1997a; Pitts 1998; Rail 1998), like-minded 

sociologists of everyday life consider the normative body a text of endless social power 

and self-determination. Rather than pitting a passive individual against domineering and 

discriminative established norms about the body-common in critical readings of body 

modification (Balsamo 1996; Featherstone 2000; Woodward 1997)-attention is directed 

to the self-initiated techniques of bodily display engineered by individuals as 

intersubjectively accepted forms of social communication. 

In these analyses, cultural body modification habituses do not fade into oblivion. 

There are few social actors who are completely indifferent-in either the process of 

conformity or resistanceto diffise cultural codes detailing what is more or less 

acceptable as established body display (M. Atkinson & K. Young 2001; Hebdige 1979; 

Polhemus 1994, 1996). These codes are replete with prescriptions confining the 

individual's range of "body choices" in regard to their gender, class, race, ethnicity, 

sexuality, and religion (Elias 1994, 1996; Falk 1994; Segal 1994; Shilling 1993; Williams 

& Bendelow 1998). In the current era, tendency has been to renounce the existence of 

dominant social codes as a method of illustrating the breakdown of established meta- 

narratives and White, male, patriarchal systems of knowledge (Behar 1999; Deveaux 

1994; Featherstone 2000; Mifflin 1997; St. Martin & Gavey 1996; Seidman 1994). 

Simultaneously, though, hypocritical claims are made about the existence of undeniably 

oppressive cultural codes which marginalise the body shapes, sizes, or appearances of 

particular groups-such as certain "types" of feminine bodies, ethnic bodies coloured by 

specific skin tones, or unrefined and profane bodies reflective of membership in the 

working-class (Bordo 1993; McRobbie 1994; Price & Shildrick 1999). 



We must concur that in any cultural system, an individual is given a f i t e  number 

of normative options for corporeal projects-regardless of the degree of cultural 

tolerance or curiosity prevalent in a figuration. Rejecting the idea that identity is 

completely unfixed or free from established cultural expectations, the self is clearly 

dialogical with established constructions of bodies (Elias 1983, 1996). If sociologists 

believe that the "crisis of identity" is as pervasive as implied (cf. Dunn 1998), it would 

preclude the possibility that intersubjective communication through the body is even 

possible. Even though cultural norms about the body (especially those relating to its 

modification) are loosening or being redefined, it is theoretical misdirection to contend 

that established codes about body performance and display have been reduced to social 

rubble. Instead, and reaffirming Elias' (1991a, 1991b) axial proposition that the self is 

best conceived of as one's sense of '"I" amidst extended groups of WE and THEY others, 

established cultural standards provide a matrix of interpretation for understanding one's 

individuality. Simply, established cultural norms applying to all help provide a sense of 

individual identity within larger figurational webs. 

Drawing on a pronoun-based model of interpersonal identification, process- 

sociologists (Dunning 1999; Dunning & Elias 1986; Elias 1978, 1991a, 1991b, 1994; 

Maguire 1992, 1993, 1999) suggest that the individual ''I" is formed in conjunction with 

understandings of the WE and THEY. The "I"-not to be confused with a Meadian 

(1934) depiction of the 'TY-is located among a group of mutually identified WE others. 

Mutual recognition is accomplished through shared cultural systems, including forms of 

corporeal modification and display. In other tenns, the interdependencies one forms over 

the life course provide the primary basis of identification, and are as such, tantamount to 

the ongoing development of a person's body (modification) habitus. 

Taking into consideration the figurational embeddedness of the individual, 

emphasis is given to the normative standards of body display one is exposed to and those 

eventually internalised. As individuals construct their own mosaics of interpersonal 

involvement 1997), they pay witness to competing definitions of and reactions to 

established body play. It is through this blending of understandings that individuals 

formulate a key segment of their body habituses, and come to develop personal 

relationships with their bodies. Therefore, in studying physical performance as the 



process and product of everyday life, sociologists must consider the interweaving of the 

personal (i.e., self-definition and use of the body), interpersonal (i.e., social exchange of 

communicative gestures through the body), and socio-cultural (i.e., existing codes about 

the body and its display) in order to fully grasp the sociological significance of the body- 

self relationship. 

Through the data collection process, enthusiasts described how others' reactions 

to their tattooing projects are pivotal in altering their respective self-conceptions-and 

therefore how and why, in the course of everyday life, tattooing projects are revealed. 

Reactions to tattoos were mainly decoded by enthusiasts through a series of interpretive 

resources (Gubrium & Holstein 1997) relating to one's "I" and WE identifications with 

others. The roles an individual possesses among significant others are chief in providing a 

set of interpretive resources for gauging interpersonal reaction to tattooing projects. 

Drawing upon one's experiences as a mother, a lawyer, a loyal member of a religious 

congregation, an athlete, or a woman is integral in anticipating others' responses to a 

tattooed body. 

From the moment that an individual begins to think about a tattooing body 

project, other people enter into the equation. Data in the previous Chapters indicate that 

others are involved in the process of being tattooed, or directing one's motivation to be 

tattooed. However, of equal importance is the idea that a tattoo enthusiast "takes the role 

of the other" (Mead 1934) in predicting and interpreting the social reactions to tattooing 

projects. Based on previous interaction with others (e.g., sisters, fathers, daughters, 

school mates, or employees), including the exchange of physical cues and body language, 

individuals develop stocks of knowledge (Berger & Luckrnann 1966; Garfinkel 1967; 

Schutz 1967) concerning others' interpretations of tattooing. From the onset, social 

reactions figure prominently in deciding how and when to participate in tattooing- 

including what image will be tattooed, the location of the tattoo, and the size of the 

design: 

I knew that if I went overboard and had the tattoo take up most of my am 

or something, then people would go bonkers. It's quite a jump to make 

fiom having no tattoos to having this massive one. You have to ease 

people into it, right, let them get used to the idea that you're body is going 



to be different forever. I didn't want everybody to think I was basically 

saying, I'm not myself anymore.. .So I figured I would start small and if I 

liked it, and people didn't get too huffed, I could always go back and get 

something bigger [on another part of my body] if I decided. If you let your 

fiiends know that you've haven't really changed that much, you can get 

into it as much as you like (Rosalyn 22, client). 

If I had come home and shown my dad a big picture of a naked chick 

riding a rocket he'd have probably slapped me in the head. But how could 

he argue with me about getting a maple leaf tattooed on my shoulder? I'm 

Canadian, he's Canadian, and what's wrong with showing how patriotic 

you are. We've got a real problem with our identity in this country that 

way. No one I know seems to be proud to be Canadian, except in beer 

commercials ... When he saw it for the first time, I remember him telling 

me he didn't like that I had been tattooed, but he really liked how well it 

was done, and he approved of my choice anyway. Now, when all his 

fiends come over to the house and they watch hockey, he calls me into 

the room to show them my tattoo. He yells out, "See that, that's my boy 

right there. He loves his country I'll tell ya." He embarrasses the hell out 

of me, but at least he's not calling me a scumbag for having a tattoo 

(Brian, 26, client). 

Through the interview process, enthusiasts pointed out that three main groups of 

individuals are considered when contemplating a tattooing body project or displaying 

tattooed flesh in public. While some individuals' opinions about or reactions to tattoos 

are deemed more consequential than others, immediate family members, close fiiends 

(tattooed and non-tattooed), and co-workers play central roles in influencing the extent to 

which one becomes involved in the practice of tattooing. 

Family Members 

Across academic disciplines, it is widely accepted that an individual's personality 

structure and corresponding self-identity is principally forged within the family (Elias 



1991% 1994). For instance, irrespective of the theoretical orientation, research on social 

deviance has long correlated one's propensity to commit contra normative behaviour with 

weak or malformed family relationships (Agnew 1992; Cloward & Ohlin 1986; 

Gottfredson & Hirschi 1990; Hirschi 1969; Merton 1938; Shaw & McKay 1927; 

Sutherland 193 7; Thrasher 1927; Tittle 199 8). Evidently, the socialisation occurring in 

the home (not simply confined to the "formative" years of early biological maturation) 

plays a central role in creating rule-abiding habituses. Reciprocally, individuals who 

value familial bonds tend to avoid the shame and embarrassment accompanying contra- 

normative behaviour (Braithwaite 1995; Elias 1994). Fearing repudiation fiom family 

members and a weakening of family ties, people conform with norms, values, and beliefs 

promoted in the home--such that norm abidance becomes second nature (cf. Elias 199 1 a, 

1994; Gottfiedson & Hirschi 1990). 

Inasmuch, some enthusiasts who possess close interdependencies with family 

members refkin fiom participating extensively in tattooing. Unless the practice is viewed 

as normative within the home, or family members are at least habitually tolerant of 

outsider body projects, enthusiasts generally restrict their involvement in tattooing. Their 

fear of negative reactions h m  family members is grounded in a number of interrelated 

concerns. First, for most Canadian families, tattooing continues to be an exotically 

outsider social practicMemonstrative of one's affiliation (symbolic or otherwise) with 

social misfits. The prevalence of tattooing in Canada aside, most families containing a 

tattoo enthusiast are "first generation" tattooing families. Since tattooing is not normative 

according to the body habituses of a majority of Canadians, it is understandably met with 

some confusion and stereotypeparticularly among the forty year old or over 

generations, for whom tattooing has traditionally denoted membership in nefarious social 

circles. A tattoo enthusiast, Rena (23), stated that her inclinations to be tattooed were 

tempered by the fear that her modified flesh would meet with significant disapproval 

fi-om her family: 

I wanted to get tattooed so bad. All my fiends were getting them, and I 

had so many cool ideas about what I wanted.. .like a band of turtles around 

my ankle, or a couple of Celtic fish on my lower am. But my dad always 

said that he thought women with tattoos look like whores. And, he said 



that if people look at you like a whore, they'll treat you like one. My mom 

always agreed with him, and even my brother asked me why I wanted to 

do it. I have this fiiend named Marcy, and she has a devil girl tattooed on 

her shoulder. My dad won't even talk to her anymore when she comes by 

the house, and has basically told me he doesn't want me to hang around 

with her...So, when I finally screwed up enough courage to be tattooed 

with the Chinese symbol of eternity and took the plunge, I thought my butt 

would be the best place because even in a bikini, my dad would never see 

it. I had a tough time biding it fiom him for the first few days because 

every time I sat down I would wince and have to sort of sit on the left side 

of my butt. He's never seen it to this day, and I don't think I could ever 

bring myself to even tell him. 

In Rena's case, she interpreted her family members' negative sentiments about tattooing 

as social protection. By condemning the body project as outside the norm, family 

members attempt to impress upon the budding enthusiast the social importance of 

following established cultural practices. Taking the role of other family members and 

viewing the tattooed body through their eyes, enthusiasts realise tattooing is culturally 

puceived as a practice that closes social doors and elicits a significant amount of stigma 

outside the home. 

Second, based on the closeness of the relationships and their impact on the self, 

condemnation fiom specific family members carries more weight than other family 

members' reactions. In particular, parents' negative responses to or intolerant attitudes 

about tattooing are usually more troubling than siblings' or extended family members' 

reactions. Sixty-seven (73%) of the enthusiasts interviewed in this study fear(ed) negative 

reaction from their parents, and suggested that such fear has strained the relationships. 

Believing that their parents interpret this breach of established body idiom as sign of their 

unwillingness to follow social norms and rules (or more general rejection of authority), 

some enthusiasts go to great lengths to conceal their tattooed skin. For the most part, 

these enthusiasts keep their parents "out of the loop" in anticipation that the tattoo will 

become emblematic of a radical self-transformation: 



My mom still doesn't know I have a tattoo.. .and I have four! She believes 

that tattoos are scummy, and warned me if I ever got one that she would 

kick my ass. I've always been perfect in her eyes, and I've really done 

whatever she wanted me to do no matter what. You know, I went to the 

college she suggested so she wouldn't be upset, I used to wear all the 

clothes she wanted, but I really wanted to go out and do something for 

myself. She loves me, I never thought twice about that, but I'm terrified 

about how she would feel if she knew I have tattoos. I have to show her 

someday, or she might find out by accident, but I'll probably wait until 

she's in an old age home and she can't out of her bed to kill me (Amy, 28, 

client). 

In fearing such reactions fiom family members, enthusiasts may negotiate their 

involvement in the practice. For instance, by selecting locations on the body for the 

project which are regularly covered by clothing, enthusiasts are able to '>ass" as normal 

and remain a discreditable deviant (Goflhan 1959, 1963). They can further negotiate 

their involvement in tattooing by choosing an image, which if exposed to others, is not 

usually decoded as socially "challenging." If family' members become privy to the tattoo, 

the enthusiast's self will not be overly (or negatively) associated with the mark: 

In real estate, the saying is "location, location, location." With my tattoo, 

the saying was, "be safe, safe, safe." My whole family are dog lovers, and 

by choosing to get a little Lab puppy tattooed like our dog Chance, I knew 

I would be safe. I was right too, everybody in the house loves my tattoo, 

and even my mom now is talking about getting the same one on her ankle. 

I almost fell off my chair when she asked me how to get one. Up until now 

she's hated tattoos (Zara, 25, client). 

As confirmed by Zara, the hope is that even if family members initially react to the tattoo 

with disapproval, their disdain will eventually dissipate into indifference or tolerance. It 

is further hoped that since the marks are only small blemishes-and if backed by a 

convincing justifications-previous understandings of the enthusiast as a norm abider are 

not completely dislodged. 



Third, tattooing may be socially hazardous if individuals fear that their 

involvement may precipitate a complete severance of bonds between themselves and 

their families-such that they would be asked to leave home, or communication between 

family members discontinued. Six (7%) of the individuals interviewed stated that they 

feared stem punishment if they revealed their tattoos to their parents. Claiming that their 

parents possess rigid anti-tattooing habituses, some enthusiasts hide their bodies in order 

to preserve their interdependencies. Furthermore, enthusiasts believe it is not the actual 

tattoo itself eliciting harsh response, but rather the gesture of insolence connoted by the 

body marking: 

I waited until I left home to get tattooed. My parents always gave me that 

line that if I was going to live in their house I had to follow all their 

rules.. .I don't think it would have been a big deal to actually have a tattoo 

while I was living there, but just the fact that I went out and did it against 

their will, they'd have been really pissed off.. .I'm sure they would have 

told me to have it removed or kicked me out (Clarice, 26, client). 

It may be argued, then, that based on established body habituses in the home, 

enthusiasts do not encounter considerable tolerance toward their tattooing projects fiom 

family members. Possessing neither 'habitual" nor "enlightened tolerance" (Stebbins 

1996) about the outsider practice of tattooing, family members' (mainly parents) 

perspectives about this fonn of body modification are reflective of established cultural 

body habituses. Whereas tattooing is not a grave violation of established norms, values, 

or beliefs, the symbolic gesture made by one's participation in tattooing is considered a 

foreshadowing of future involvement in more deleterious social transgressions. Tattoos 

are viewed as graffiti on the social temple which is the body. Defacing one's corporeal 

''home" in this way-a highly visible and permanent gesture-is intolerable if it implies a 

commitment to other forms of social disregard. 

However, not all family members meet tattooing projects with negative sentiment. 

For example, brothers and sisters routinely provide key sources social support throughout 

the processes of acquiring and living with a tattoo. For sympathetic siblings, tattooing is 

clearly a form of tolerable deviance. Since they may be informed about motivations 

underlying the body projects and occasionally participate in the enthusiast's body 



modification process, they possess "enlightened" (Stebbins 1996) perspectives about 

tattooing. For example, enthusiasts often travel to the studios to be tattooed with their 

siblings, adding an element of moral support to the process: 

My brother went down with me to the shop on the day I was scheduled to 

go in an get it [tattoo] done. We have a very close relationship, he's my 

best friend. I didn't tell him what I was getting done, and it was hard not to 

cause he kept asking and asking. Mom begged me not to do it, but Charles 

[bother] talked her down and convinced her my life wouldn't be ruined by 

it. That was important because I'm the black sheep and he's the golden 

child, so if he said it was okay, then she would go along with it.. .I still 

remember his face when he saw I planned to get the Kanji symbol for 

'brother' tattooed. He almost broke down right there in front of Stu [the 

tattoo artist]. I love him, and want people to see how lucky I feel to have 

him in my life as my brother (Pete, 23, client). 

Close siblings can also help allay the enthusiast's fears about "living with ink," as they 

may constantly af&m motivations underlining the projects or relate a sense of being 

impressed by the tattoo-proving their enlightened tolerance about the project: 

My sister has made me think so positively about my tattoo in the last year. 

After I first got tattooed, I was kind of ashamed by what I had done. I 

stared at my body and felt like it made me look used. I didn't show it to 

anybody, and even thought about getting a consultation about having it 

removed. She started to ask me about what it's like to have one, almost 

like out of the blue. She said she thought it took so much courage, and 

since she lmows why I did it [marking the death of their mother], she said 

it was beautiful. I changed my outlook on my tattoo after that, sort of bit 

by bit (Annika, 29, client). 

Parents, themselves, may occasionally support the body project either directly-as in the 

rare case of providing encouragement to become involved in tattooing-or indirectly by 

refraining fiom voicing negative opinions about a proposed tattooing project. 

Therefore, negative and positive reactions tend to be counterbalanced within the 

family. Whereas the negative reactions fiom family members may not be sufficient to 



completely dissuade the enthusiast fiom acquiring a tattoo, they unambiguously influence 

how life as a tattoo enthusiast is experienced. Some enthusiasts live in constant fear that 

their discrediting marks will be discovered (regardless of the age of the enthusiast), while 

others' self-conceptions are affected only minimally. In other instances, the tattoos are 

disclosed years aRer being acquired, when sufficient emotional or geographic space is 

created between family members. Regardless, how family members tolerate tattooing 

figures prominently into an individual's self-image prior to and following completion of 

the body project. More so than others' reactions, cues about the self given by family 

members "stick with" the individual over time. 

Peer Groups 

One of the cornerstone propositions in the deviancy literature is that peers are 

instrumental in promoting pro-deviance definitions of behaviour (cf. Tanner 2001). 

Irrespective of where we hypothesize peer relations to figure into a causal chain of 

deviance, the informal social support supplied by peers in the process of doing illegal, 

contra-normative, or immoral behaviour is critical in providing a person with situated 

understandings of their actions. Data collected in the research process indicate that while 

the family is the chief social unit considered in the tattooing process (re: others' 

reactions), peers are the social group among whom tattooing body projects are most 

regularly discussed. Believing that intimate peers are the most tolerant of all significant 

others, enthusiasts utilise their chains of fiendship interdependencies as a means of 

gathering more open-minded (and flattering) opinions about tattooing. 

Although by no means a homogeneous set, enthusiasts actively seek out reactions 

fiom both tattooed and non-tattooed peers. When considering the social impact of their 

body play, and the image of the self emitted by the tattoo projects, enthusiasts place a 

high value on the assessments made by either groups of close friends. Since enthusiasts 

share intimate details about their lives with peers, and come to trust their reactions as 

empathetic, opinions offered by them influence how enthusiasts learn to socially interpret 

tattooed bodies. A tattoo artist, Billy (25), commented: 

When you get right down to it, my two best fiends know me better than 

anybody else on this earth. They don't tell me how I should act, and when 



I come to them with a problem or something wacky I might be thinking, 

they give me their honest feelings. We know each other so well, you get to 

just trust them and their opinions.. .When I even started thinking about 

getting a tattoo, way before I wanted to be a tattoo artist, I asked them 

what they thought ... like how I would look and if they thought it would be 

right for me. My buddy Mort gave me the thumbs up right away. Dan and 

Chuck, two of my best fiends fiom way back, were sort of mixed. Mostly 

because I wanted something big across my back and then talked me into 

getting a smaller design.. . When somebody knows you real good and can 

tell you're not doing it on the spur of the moment, they should support 

your choice if they're real fiends. 

Enthusiasts believe that their close friends provide the most "honest" and 

objective feedback regarding their redesigned bodies. Ironically, this is especially true 

when enthusiasts discuss their tattoo projects among tattooed peers. For enthusiasts who 

have experienced a series of negative reactions fi-om family members, tattooed peers are a 

refreshing change of pace. In sharing pro-tattooing body habituses, tattooed peers are 

mutual advocates of the practice. Although there may be some dissention about the 

images tattooed, or locations on the body sele~ted for the proje~ts since people prefer 

different tattoo styles or admire tattoos strategically places on various body parts more 

than others, fellow enthusiasts are generdly considered to be what Gofhan (1963) might 

refer to as the "own." Enthusiasts share common physical experiences, know how the self 

is affected by negative reaction fiom others, and can appreciate the personal commitment 

involved in being tattooed: 

You can talk to someone with ink differently than someone who has never 

taken the needle. I don't have to tell them what it's like when some 

asshole stares at you on the bus because you have this mark on your arm 

that they don't care for.. .When we talk about the work I want to get done, 

and they tell me they don't feel I should get this or that done, it's not 

because they want me to do what they say, or look how they look. Like 

my last tattoo, right, I wanted to get an orchid tattoo and after talking 

about it for hours with my fiends, they reminded me about our road trip to 



Montreal ten years ago. Right after that I got it in my head that I wanted to 

get a road sign tattooed as a reminder of that trip, don't ask why. And 

that's the way it goes right, like we can sit around and talk about our 

tattoos and exchange ideas without somebody calling us weird (Jill, 34, 

client). 

As noted by Jill, enthusiasts consider their tattooed peers to be objective sources of 

identity evaluation-but clearly seek positive m a t i o n  of their tattooing projects fiom 

them nonetheless. Since they intersubjectively share particular body modification 

habituses, their corporeal practices are not viewed as outsider pursuits deserving of social 

condemnation. Illustrating, once more, that tattooing has not permanently gone 

mainstream, enthusiasts value the support offered by individuals similarly committed to 

this type of body modification. 

Through processes of interaction within groups of fellow enthusiasts, individuals 

learn important lessons about their identities. In some cases, the negative reactions 

experienced in other social spheres are offset by the support offered fiom like-minded 

tattoo enthusiasts. Concerns about one's altered body and uninvited feelings of cultural 

dislocation from established others are assuaged by the acceptance granted by fellow 

enthusiasts: 

Whenever somebody makes me feel 'duty' for having many tattoos, I go 

down to the tattoo shop within a day or two. All I have to do is start 

talking with the people down there, and all is good in the world again. 

They're so nice, I mean some of the best people I've ever met. And you 

know, when you get to see all the different types of people who are being 

tattooed and realise it's something for a lot of people, you don't feel like 

an island unto yourself. I say to myself, I'm not a bad person for having 

tattoos, it's just some narrow-minded people who like me to feel that way 

because of their own hang-ups or insecurities about their bodies (Claire, 

27, client). 

The significance of being involved with others in the tattoo figuration is further 

evidenced here. The more enthusiasts interact with individuals who share perspectives 

that the body is a canvass to be coloured, the more they come to envision tattooing body 



projects as nonnative. This partially explains the fact that, among the 18-25 year old 

enthusiasts, tattooing is only a marginally outsider practice. This generation of 

Canadians, for whom tattooing has attained a quasi-nonnative status, has received more 

exposure to tattooed skin than any other in our social history. It also illustrative of the 

idea that body modification habituses among younger generations of Canadians are 

dramatically shifting (see Chapter 5) . 
At the same time, tattoo enthusiasts experience a litany of reactions from non- 

tattooed affiliates. Non-tattooed persons' opinions of and reactions to the projects are 

deliberately sought for a number of reasons-all relating to the enthusiast's definition of 

self. For example, some enthusiasts actively elicit negative reactions from their peers as 

a means of confirming their status as fiee-thinking individuals (re: Chapter 6). The 

negative reactions fiom peers becomes a validation of one's sense of uniqueness among 

conforming others: 

When people see my full sleeve [of tattoos], I know they wonder how 

much it hurts. You really do get used to it [pain] after a few sessions, but 

it's cool that when people are looking at my arm, their eyes glaze over and 

their brows k o w  because to them the pain is unimaginable.. .You feel 

that after a year or so of wearing your tattoos. Some say it's like a suit of 

armour. It's a symbol of strength among people who hate to feel physical 

pain (Harland, 26, tattoo artist). 

In a conceptually similar way, tattoos may not be a symbol of personal deviance, but 

signify one's unique identity among peers who are deemed to be "trend followers" or 

uncritical consumers of mass-marketed body fashions and cultural proscriptions about the 

body: 

You're not going to walk into a mall and buy this [points to tattoo] off the 

rack. People sit at home and watch t.v., or go to school and see people 

walking by, and they see what clothes people have on and then just go by 

'em. Images are sold to all of us, and I don't feel like I have to be a 

consumer in every aspect of the way I look. I can't sit here and tell you 

that I don't shop at the Gap and Banana Republic, because I do, and I'll 

admit that. ..No one else is ever going to have this tattoo though, I 



designed it and I tell people that when they ask, "What is that anyway?" 

It's an abstract interpretation of a phoenix in flight, and it's mine, all mine. 

When people see my body and it looks different fiom theirs, there's an 

automatic response to see me as more of an individual than a person who 

looks like they stepped out of a pages of a summer catalogue.. .I have my 

own mind, and I want people to respect me for that (Jamie, 25, tattoo 

artist). 

Therefore, negative reactions from non-tattooed peers can provide a key series of 

statements about such enthusiasts' social identity as an "individual." 

Narratives provided by tattoo enthusiasts suggest that while non-tattooed 

associates' opinions and reactions are afKrmations of the underlying motivations 

structuring the projects, they are taken with a grain of salt. Without first-hand experience 

in tattooing, enthusiasts believe that one simply cannot comprehend the psychological, 

emotional, physical, and social impacts of the practice on the self. The cues offered by 

non-tattooed others are not entirely dismissed, but interpreted with this disclaimer in 

mind. Contending that non-tattooed peers are incapable of accurately taking the role of 

the tattooed other, reactions h m  the uninvolved are influential yet not monumental to 

the self. 

On the other hand, reactions supplied by tattooed peers (positive or negative) are 

valued and closely incorporated into the self. In possessing what is believed to be an 

enlightened tolerance of tattooing body projects, then, fellow enthusiasts are utilised as 

pillars of social support. Reactions h m  tattooed peers are doubly meanin@ in this 

respect-since intimate peers' evaluations of the self are significant, and fellow 

enthusiasts' opinions about tattooing are viewed as non-judgemental and experience- 

based. Positive (i.e., supportive) or negative (i.e., critical) reaction to the tattoo projects 

£tom fellow enthusiasts come to be understood as both valuable and valid assessments of 

the self. 

Co- Workers and Employers 

The reactions to tattooing body projects (experienced or anticipated) offered by co- 

workers can be more tenuous than those provided by members of other social groups. 



The primary concern for enthusiasts, especially in neo-conservative business 

environments, is that negative reactions from co-workers will interfere with their 

achieved statuses at work. In recognising the steadily growing interest in the tattooing 

body project, some organisations have instituted policies prohibiting the display of 

tattooed skin in the workplace (Lienert 1998). While the constitutional validity of such 

policies is questionable (Drohan & Toneguzzi 1998; Lindores 1998), enthusiasts must 

consider the implications of such stigma on their career aspirations. For the most part, 

enthusiasts come to view their as a form of intolerable deviance in the work setting-a 

profane form of representation carrying immediate career-related ramifications. 

With only six exceptions, the tattoo clients interviewed in this study (i.e., those 

who were employed) expressed concern about how co-workers might react (or have 

reacted) to their tattoos: 

' When I go to work I'm not there completely on my own terms. I feel like 

. the company pays my salary, and therefore they get to tell me how to 

behave. That's the price you pay to get paid ... I work in an office as a 

personal assistant and if you come in looking different from all the stuffed 

shirts who hit on you all day, you can catch hell. You have to maintain a 

real "business" persona at work, and apparently you can't have a tattoo 

and be professional.. .I've had nightmares about going to work naked- 

not because everyone can see my breasts, but because everyone could see 

the tattoos on my breasts. [the company] gives off this image like they're 

hip and young and urban, but we'd see how hip they are if I came in with a 

low-cut top on. I'd be the hippest girl on the unemployment line (Laura, 

24, client). 

As the fist  line of corporate defence, co-workers operate as informal agents of control in 

the workplace. The majority of one's immediate office mates have no authority to 

administer company policy or punish transgressors, but they are the foot soldiers 

regulating corporate standard and practices. By instilling fear in enthusiasts' minds about 

their corporeal projects, co-workers are liaisons between enthusiasts and occupational 

superiors. Warnings about the possible implications of one's tattooing projects are given, 

or constant teasing may suggest that the enthusiast risks being ostracised: 



One guy up the hall fiom me [in the office] saw me changing in the gym 

down the street. I never knew we both worked out there or I would have 

used a lot more discretion in the changing room. Funny is that I can't even 

feel safe while I'm on my own lunchtime. I felt like the kid who gets 

caught with his hand in the cookie jar-busted city. No one knew I had a 

huge back piece [tattoo]. I don't even wear white shirts at work in case 

they are even the slightest bit see-through. This guy's eyes bugged clean 

out of his head, he was really thrown off kilter. I didn't know whether to 

go over and explain, or play it off like it was nothing. He hurried away so 

I didn't get a chance to say anythmg. Two weeks later, he starts making 

comments about my back in front of our boss. Nothing specific about the 

tattoo, more like, "is that something on your back?'or, "is there ink on 

your shirt." We've never really got along, and I think he's trying to hold 

this one over on me, like if he's going to drop a dime sometime and snitch 

me out. I thought I met my last tattletale in the second grade. The truth is I 

don't know how they [superiors] would take it, but I don't want to risk 

it.. .So, I basically grovel at this guy's feet and do whatever he wants, even 

though he's below me, technically (Gill, 29, client). 

Depending, of course, on the size of the tattoo and images inscribed on the skm, 

co-workers' derisions may be ineffectual on the enthusiast's daily regimen. If the tattoo is 

cleverly placed on a highly private part of the body, or tiny enough that it cannot be 

viewed easily, enthusiasts do not fiet reprisal fiom their superiors: 

We have a "no tattoo" policy at work, but it's never really been an issue 

for me. I work at a desk down in the basement of the building and I don't 

deal with the public everyday. They [company] don't want any of their 

employees coming in with sick tattoos on their necks or in someplace out 

in the open. As long as you don't get foolish about it, you're probably 

going to be fine. It's a "don't ask, don't tell" policy as I see it (Robin, 30, 

client). 

If the tattoo is larger, or may be exposed through the course of everyday movement or 

one's regular posture at a workstation, enthusiasts find an effective strategy in debriefing 



co-workers (including one's superiors) about the body project. A tattoo enthusiast named 

Amber (27) approached her immediate supervisor prior to being tattooed to "test the 

waters" and negotiate her involvement in the body project: 

I went to Doug, my manager, and sat him down in his office. I explained 

myself to him, and mentioned that I was planning on having a small tattoo 

put on my ankle. I was kind of scared since we have a no-tattoo rule, but 

we have a strong working relationship, I've made an impression on him 

that I am a solid and dependable employee. He was so-so about it at first, 

asking me where I wanted to get it done, and what I wanted to have 

tattooed. I could tell he didn't want to give approval at first, and then I 

offered to wear a skin coloured band-aid underneath my nylons everyday 

to cover it up. I wanted it in on my ankle, you see. I wanted one on my 

arm at first. I've seen so much beautiful tattoo art in magazines, and all the 

best work is on people's arms. Totally out of the question for me [laughs], 

there's no way I could keep my job with a tattooed ann. That would never 

fly where I work.. .My boss told me to come in [to work] sometime that 

week with a bandage on, and if it wasn't so noticeable he'd give me the 

green light. I wore one everyday and he completely forgot about it.. .when 

it came time to get tattooed, he was so interested he even came down to 

the studio with me. I've never had a problem with it at work. I mean, sure, 

people were inquisitive the first few days after they knew I had one, but 

they haven't commented on it in, God, forever. 

In recognising, then, that one's particular body habitus may not be intersubjectively 

appreciated in the workplace, enthusiasts may restrict or negotiate their involvement in 

tattooing as personal necessity; that is, enthusiasts are not oblivious to their economic 

interdependencies and restrict their body modification projects accordingly. 

The impetus to negotiate one's involvement in this personally meaningful form of 

self-expression can create internal tensions for enthusiasts who perceive their conformity 

to body politics as a character deficiency (cf. Sennett 1998). Enthusiasts frequently use 

the term, "selling out" to describe their sense of inauthenticity in the workplace. 

Complying with pressures created by established body habituses in the workplace, 



enthusiasts compromise a part of their identities in putting on a front everyday for co- 

workers: 

I step into the elevator to go up to the eighth floor and I start to feel like 

I'm suffocating. I love my tattooed body and am proud of the way I look. 

I can't show them that, I have to be a soulless peon who fills in space at 

his cubicle, and can only speak when spoken to. I can put on a suit, but I 

can't put on another skin, and I don't feel like I should have to every 

day.. .What really sucks is that I'm starting to hate myself for it. I was 

tattooed to make my body something more pleasing to me, and by 

covering it up, I'm not just denying what I look like, I'm denying who I 

am (Marc, 32, client). 

In Goflinan's (1959, 1963) analysis of social interaction, such is illustrative of how the 

self is physically displayed in the fiont and back regions of a figuration. In socially 

presenting a false persona in the front regions everyday work settings, enthusiasts' 

"authentic" sense of self is pushed into the back regions of social life. 

In other cases, enthusiasts do not fear being dismissed fiom their employment 

positions outright, yet are emotionally troubled by the potential loss of status following a 

discovery of their tattooed bodies, Where no formal policies or standards prohibit an 

employee fiom being tattooed or displaying a tattoo in some offices, the body project 

may be a significant breach of middle-class workplace convention. Reminiscent of 

Weber's (1930) classic understanding of bodily discipline in the work-sphere, and 

Sennett's (1977, 1998) more recent analysis of public body display, tattooing is a 

violation of established body idiom "on the job." The cultural status of tattooing an 

outsider social practice is reproduced, as a tattooed body is labelled inappropriate and 

unprofessional. The association between tattooed skin and social outsiders is highlighted 

here, as the tattoo is interpreted to be a breach of established business etiquette: 

If someone comes into the shop and I find out that they want a tattoo in 

somewhere really visible like the hand, forearm, or high on the back or 

neck, I try to find out where they work. If they have a job in a real serious 

business or have to meet with customers all day, I try to talk them out of it. 

In this business you need to protect people from themselves. Like a girl 



who came into the shop this week. A real nice looking kid about eighteen 

or nineteen, probably in university or just started a "real" job and still 

green about life. And she wants, get this, a tattoo on the fiont of her neck 

right above the collarbone. I shake my head and ask her if she is planning 

on becoming a tattoo artist or has just been sentenced [to jail]. That's a 

whole other league of commitment my fiend. I ask her why, and she 

stumbles around a bit, and it finally comes out that she saw it on a tattoo 

artist, and thinks it's sharp. Ridiculous, absolutely ridiculous. She may 

think it's going to be no hassle, and that her bosses or teachers will be all 

cool with it, but I know different. What's the matter with getting a small 

piece done for your first tattoo, and see how you can live with one? About 

five or six years ago, this guy phones me and starts yelling that he got 

fired because his boss gave him shit for the tattoo I put on him. He called 

me a ficking prick, and asked how I could let him do it himself It's like 

handing a loaded gun to some idiots and telling them to go and swing it 

around it public. You know, somebody is going to make you pay if you're 

irresponsible.. .Now, I say who I will tattoo and where on their bodies, so 

if I don't think it's in their best interests and they won't budge with the 

location, I tell them to go see another guy. You can see all the tattooed 

people you want, Chief, that doesn't mean you can become one. It's pretty 

depressing I have to educate people about their own lives and remind them 

they have to live with it [tattoo] as soon as I'm finished doing my thing 

(Archie, 30, tattoo artist). 

Highlighting how deviance and social interpretations of the modified body are both 

contextual and audience specific (and thus tolerated to varying degrees), a series of 

concessions or techniques of body management must be undertaken at work in order to 

hide a "physical condition" which may be completely unproblematic in other social 

spheres. 

Narratives provided by tattoo enthusiasts do suggest, however, that reactions from 

co-workers or supervisors are not as deeply incorporated into the self as those from 

family members. Since enthusiasts do not typically hold their co-workers as significant 



others, their reactions are decoded as inflexible middle-class sensibilities about how a 

body should be displayed at work: 

We strut around in little bourgeois shirt and tie uniforms and pretend that 

we are different from each other. If you said, "no more suits at work" we'd 

be lost. It's part of the capitalist mentality. You have to look this way to be 

one of us, and if you can't, get out and drive a cab. If these guys [co- 

workers] have problems with my tattoos, then what does that tell you? I'm 

not a stooge that fits the model of the go-getter. Sure it does. Hey, if they 

don't like who I, they should have to deal with it. If they came to me and 

showed me my efficiency ratings were low, or my productivity had 

declined dramatically, they'd have reason to complain. I would correct my 

behaviour, because that's what I was hired to do. No one can tell me what 

to do with my body, and 1'11 be damned if it's the guy signing my 

paycheque who dictates how I should look (Carl, 26, client). 

Furthermore, they see corporate policies about the body and its appearance as reflective 

of broader capitalist tendencies to homogenise corporeal experience and suppress cultural 

interests in bodily difference: 

The rule my company has about tattoos is theirs, not mine. I thought we 

lived in a culture of choice? I guess that's the lie you're supposed to 

swallow. We don't appreciate difference in body shapes at all. I've learned 

that fiom being tattooed. It's the nature of our economy to find different 

physical shapes, isolate then, redefine them by our standards of beauty, 

and then sell it to millions of people. When it comes right down to it, we 

all look the same (Ingrid, 24, client). 

In sum, reactions made by parents, peers, and co-workers to one's tattoos are valued and 

utilised as measures of the self. Without surprise, reactions from individuals sharing close 

affective relationships with enthusiasts are held in highest regard, and reflected upon with 

greater deliberation. Other interdependencies are neither ignored nor downplayed by 

enthusiasts, but are evaluated in reference to alternate criteria. 

Reaction to tattooing projects, then, are experienced in ratios. Since there is a 

sliding scale of tolerance toward this traditionally outsider activity that is tilted in situated 



contexts of interaction, enthusiasts are presented with conflicting and complimentary 

reactions to their tattoo projects on an everyday basis. Mediated by the sources supplying, 

the veracity behind, and perceived meanings of the reactions, enthusiasts contemplate a 

full spectrum of social cues provided about their respective selves. Some of these 

reactions have a lasting effect on one's self-conception. For instance, negative reactions 

may dissuade one enthusiast fiom participating in the body project in the future, or may 

encourage another to accept the labelling, thereby stimulating the process of secondary 

deviance (Lemert 1963). Favourable reactions toward the body project, however, are 

evaluated by an enthusiast and incorporated into one's sense of self, if perceived to be 

impartial and genuine assessments. Surely, by living with tattoos over time and 

experiencing a mix of reactions to them, enthusiasts begin to predict when and among 

whom reactions will be favourable or condemning. Steering their public exposures of 

tattooed skin on this basis, enthusiasts' body modification habituses are further moulded. 

By understanding how enthusiasts experience cultural reactions toward their 

tattoos, Elias' (1983, 1994, 1996) idea that bodies are increasingly rationalised over the 

course of long-term historical processes is empirically supported. Accepting the idea that 

one's corporeal performances will elicit a range of responses from others, enthusiasts 

learn to anticipate how and when their tattooed bodies (and tattooed "selves") will be 

tolerated. In this way, the body is viewed as the organic, living, moving self-a text for 

immediately communicating one's identity within dense cultural webs of human 

interdependencies. Since the body is modified through tattooing in self-directed ways, the 

resulting symbols are culturally interpreted as outer reflections of the "true" self. For 

both enthusiasts and their audiences, then, the symbols inscribed upon the skin are 

representations of identity given to be read by others. 

Giving the Body to be Read 

Depending on the social scenario, enthusiasts may be more or less willing to reveal their 

tattooed bodies. As noted in the previous section, reflective of the range of responses 

encountered over time, one learns when the exposure of a tattooed body is precarious 

social practice. Drawing upon a series of interpretive resources (used to evaluate among 

whom tattooing will be tolerated), enthusiasts select appropriate social contexts for 



displaying their tattoos. In brief, in perceiving how tattoos are decoded by one's parents, 

children, peers, co-workers or those sharing interdependencies, tattooing body projects 

are attributed significance by their wearers. Enthusiasts learn to interpret how their bodies 

appear to actors in the course of social interchang+including how others' decodings of 

tattooed bodies are both context and audience specific. Therefore, one's social roles (i.e., 

fiarning interpretive resources of understanding) largely influence the practice of self- 

representation through corporeal manipulation. 

Yet the situated judgment to expose tattooed skin is also reflective of the 

motivations structuring the body projects. In this way, enthusiasts deliberately bare their 

bodies to be "read" (Barthes 1972, 1975; Fiske 1989a, 1989b; Hebdige 1979) for a series 

of personal, political, and cultural reasons. For example, if one of the main goals 

underlying a tattooing body project is cultural protest, an enthusiast is generally more 

inclined to publicly reveal the body project to others and discursively explain the 

inscription as a foxm of resistance. However, this is not true in all contexts of social 

interaction, for even those committed to social protest through the skin are well aware 

that there is a time and place for effective dissent. Assessing when and among whom the 

resistance will be the most effective-and the least disastrous to their social 

interdependencies-individuals are selective about representing their ideologies of 

resistance: 

There's a responsibility that comes with having a tattoo that you can't 

understand unless you have one. Well, I mean, for people who have part of 

their life philosophies permanently scratched into their skin, you got to be 

sensitive to other people's space. I wouldn't want to be at a party and have 

a person cramming their politics on me, or going on about their religious 

beliefs. Sometimes you want to go out in public and not have to deal with 

noise fiom everyone.. And, I know when most people see the swastikas I 

have tattooed on my arms, they immediately think I'm a Nazi. They don't 

get it that it's one of the oldest symbols used by men, and I'm trying to 

steal it back as a meaningful cultural symbol. I hate all that White power 

crap, but I am not stupid enough to believe I don't look like that to people 



on the street. Most everywhere I go, I wear long-sleeve shirts, you know 

(Doug, 26, tattoo artist). 

Keenly aware, then, that public identity is routinely decoded respective of one's 

repertoire of corporeal representations, enthusiasts committed to social resistance rely on 

past experiences to gauge when their ideologically "coloured" bodies will spawn 

interpersonal tolerance or hostility: 

Just because I treat my body like a message board, that doesn't mean this 

guy does, or that girl does. Why should I try to provoke a fight with 

somebody for that reason? I pick my fights, and if I feel I can have a 

conversation with someone, like their mind is open to new ideas, then I'll 

show them mine. Some people aren't ready to rethink the way they look at 

the world, and it's not like I respect that or anything. It's about not 

wanting to hit my head against the wall while I'm trying to get them to 

change their minds (Claire, 27, client). 

Although occasionally interpreted as a form of self-denial or ideological 

submission, enthusiasts who utilise the outsider status of tattooing to engage in cultural 

commentary rationalise those instances in which tattooed skin is hidden as an unfortunate 

necessity. Enthusiasts are neither ashamed nor embarrassed about the tattoo(s), or the 

meanings attributed to themyuite  to the contrary. Contingent upon how deeply the 

tattooed skin figures into the person's self-conception, justifications are made regarding 

the benefits of hiding the "true" (i.e., socially belligerent) self: 

A couple of weeks ago I was sitting in my room after a real depressing 

night out and I broke down and started to cry. When I'm with my fiends 

at we're out at the club, I feel so alive and free to do whatever I want with 

my body. Or, I could be strolling down the aisle at the mall happy with 

who I am and how I look. All it takes is one person to burst my bubble. I 

know most women don't have their arms tattooed, and I accept how I'm 

different fiom them. I want to be different fiom them. I can't be sad about 

being different, I chose to be this way. I was crying because I don't feel 

like myself when I hide my tattoos when I think I need to look more 

feminine to other people. Why can't I be admired for what I look like? I 



had a blind date that night, and the guy shows up to my apartment, right. 

For the one time in my life I decided to wear a tank top on a first date. My 

fiend Josie assured me the guy was cool, so I get it in my head that I can 

be myself in front of him.. .no surprises. He hocks on the door, I take a 

peek through the hole, and he's real cute. I'm totally rewed up, and the 

door swings open. His eyes meet mine, and it's a click right from the start. 

He looks down at my arm and his expression changes fkom excitement to 

terror. What the fuck, I think to myself. Here we go again. We went out to 

play pool and his eyes are not going off my arm all night. For once, I'd 

have liked it if a guy stared at my tits all night ... I won't make the same 

mistake again. It's part of the job, as they say, it goes with the territory. I 

can look at my arms in private and get off in knowing I'm not a girly- 

girly, but it sucks that I have to hide it to get along with men (Allison, 20, 

client). 

The intended cultural discord underpinning the project does not come to fruition in these 

cases, but the potential for the enthusiast to assert resistance remains. Such restrictions 

are viewed as only partial limitations, and actually real3.m the enthusiasts' conceptions 

of the banality of Canadian body habituses, 
For enthusiasts choosing to be tattooed in the process of declaring symbolic 

aflhities with others, how and when they select to display the tattoo is contingent upon 

similar social factors. Here, however, the nature of the affiliation principally sways the 

person's decision to reveal tattooed skin. If, for instance, the affinity is something which 

draws envy from others, or signifies membership in a social group revered by many in a 

social figuration, the symbols might be shown with gusto: 

I go into the gym for a workout, and for sure I wear a low cut top to show 

off my tattoo. It's right up here on my back and you can't see it unless I 

wear something sort of low.. .I play hockey and you can't see my face on 

the ice. Unless you're really into the sport, you don't get to know the 

players well. Names maybe, but our masks cover up your face.. .I love the 

game but I'd be kidding myself and lying to you if I didn't admit that 

showing you're a member of the team doesn't have extra benefits. When 



we were kids we all used to wear our hockey jackets and pick up girls. 

Having a tattoo of the team logo is the same kinda thing. So many chicks 

have come up to me in the gym and asked what position I play. I don't 

need an opening line, my tattoo is all I need. I figure, everybody is looking 

at everybody else in the gym, so if I advertise who I am, the sort of girls I 

want to meet will pick up on it (Kurt, 22, client). 

Of course, the marked body may not elicit favourable response if the symbols are highly 

abstract or open to myriad interpretation. This basic fact is taken into consideration when 

designing the project, as images are chosen which carry preferred cultural meanings: 

The worst part of my job is that I'm an artist okay, and everyday clients 

come in and ask for the same run of the mill tattoos. I barely ever get a 

chance to test my boundaries and grow as an artist. They all want the same 

stuff. For a few weeks in a row I might be doing Tasmanian devils or 

maple leafs. That'll stop for a month and clients all want Bart Simpson or 

a band of barbed wire. I'm convinced that it's more pleasing for people if 

they don't have to put a ton of mental effort into wearing a tattoo or 

looking at somebody else's tattoo. You have to really go out of your way 

to screw up what those tattoos mean, right, What else could a maple leaf 

stand for other than being Canadian? (Jack, 25, tattoo artist). 

The tattooed skin may be more readily displayed to others when in-group norms 

are such that individuals are expected to publicly model their altered bodies. Take, for 

example, membership in a youth gang or a deviant syndicate in which individuals place a 

high value on declaring their loyalties publicly (Baron 1997). If interpreted as a tool for 

fostering in-group cohesion and distance fiom the established cultural mainstream, 

displaying the tattooed body is compulsory social practice. Like donning braces, Doc 

Marten boots, coloured handkerchiefs, or closely cropped hairdos in Punk and Skinhead 

figurations (Baron 1989; Hebdige 1979; Polhemus 1994; Tanner 2001; K. Young & 

Craig 1997), wearing the standard "unif~m" of the tattooed body is a relished (and 

demanded) signifying practice: 

We're talking about a group of guys who were with each other all day, 

every day. The dudes I used to run with, they did everything together. 



They stole together, got drunk together, beat people up together, had sex 

with the same girls, and lived in the same house. Having the same tattoo 

was no big deal. And, we all had it put on our left arm, just about the 

bicep, no exceptions. We wore "wife beaters" [t-shirts] all the time to 

show them off, and when we'd go to a bar to hang out, people backed the 

fuck off (Quentin, 23, client). 

Therefore, if intended as a universal and unabashed declaration of social identity, the 

tattoo will be exhibited in most contexts. Where the tattoo might draw condemnation 

fiom others-as a breach of established body idiom or sign of membership in outsider 

circles-this is offset by the personal satisfaction of being a loyal member of the group. 

But not all affiliations consolidated through the tattooing process are intentionally 

"given" to audiences. Even though the projects represent interdependencies nurtured 

between people, they may be semi-private relationships divulged to only a handfid of 

privileged others. As one example, the tattoo may symbolise a relationship which is 

meant to remain secretive since it revolves around non-normative activities. Rather than 

being considered an abomination of the body, the tattoo is representative of participation 

in a social activity which is stigmatising in and of itself: 

I'm not afraid of showing people my tattoos at all. I'm sitting here right 

now and you can see the butterfly I have tattooed on my ankle, or the stars 

on my arm. Being tattooed hasn't changed my life in that way. They don't 

make me embarrassed of my body. In fact, I get stopped on the street all 

the time to get asked who did the work and how long I've had them.. .The 

tattoo on my inner right hip is another story. It's a small tattoo of a ball 

gag and a pair of handcuffs. You see, I got into the leather culture in town 

a while back, and you don't make mistakes about showing your interest in 

leather culture recklessly. Some of the domme [dominatrix] women I 

know have tattoos, and keep them covered too. Part of it's that we don't 

share this side of ourselves with others, and it's nobody's business to 

know anyway. There's a mystique to keeping the practice hidden, like an 

underground flavour making it even more arousing ... I didn't get off a 

banana boat though. Telling, or I guess showing, your friends you like to 



be restrained or choked in sex play can be a problem. It can cut you off 

fiom the rest of the world (Erin, 27, client). 

With the public display of a tattoo, and bringing to light one's involvement in deviance, 

the individual passes h m  the discreditable established actor to the discredited outsider. 

Tattoos are best hidden, cherished as body ornamentation among groups of like-minded 

others and appreciated as esoteric symbols of difference. 

Similarly, a tattoo can attain heightened personal meaning if kept hidden fiom a 

majority of others. Enjoying one's tattoo in semi-seclusion becomes indicative of how 

"special" the symbol is for the enthusiast. This is particularly true when examining 

tattooing projects intended to physically symbolise an intimate bond between family 

members or sexual partners: 

The tattoo I had driven into my skin isn't for anyone else except my wife 

and me. I wouldn't have sat in a chair going through that grief if I didn't 

know my soul that we have been in love across time. I had this dream once 

that we knew each other in the Middle Ages. We were lovers from two 

families fiom different countries and ran away together to be married. 

That probably never happened, I know. Still, I feel an eternal bond with 

her and decided to put it on my skin.. .No, I don't tell everyone about my 

tattoo, and barely anybody else has seen it up close. My wife and I 

sometimes stare at the tattoo, and she kisses her fingers and rubs them 

across it. How could I explain that to people and expect them to 

understand? (Stu, 27, client). 

For these enthusiasts, disclosing the tattoo to others would violate the sanctity of the 

relationship symbolised through the markings. Opening up the possibility for outward 

criticism or condemnation of the tattoo as the symbol of the outsider could further reduce 

its integrity. Certainly, if the tattoo is "discovered" by another, the emotional significance 

of the mark is rarely described: 

If someone asks me about my tattoos I don't feel obliged to give them a 

full story. I don't lie about the tattoo or anything, but if someone asks that 

doesn't mean they have the right to pry into my personal life.. .If my shirt 

moves a bit or one of my pant legs rides up an inch or two you can see my 



tattoos as plain as day. That isn't an invitation to invade my privacy or an 

agreement to let somebody grill me about my innermost feelings. I do my 

best to cover them up most days, but I can't avoid it sometimes. They'll 

never get it [meanings behind the tattoos] anyway. Unless they know me 

and some facts about my life, they're wasting their time trying to get in 

my head.. .I would never even dream of walking up to a total stranger and 

asking them about what their necklace symbolises or why they gelled their 

hair in the way they were wearing it. Bizarre, you know, some people are 

bizarre to me (Lucy, 23, client). 

For those enthusiasts utilising a tattoo to mark the passage from one self to 

another, the extent to which it becomes public domain is highly variable. Where one 

enthusiast seizes the opportunity to boldly boast they have successfully passed through a 

rite of passage, another recoils from social commentary. What separates enthusiasts' 

preferences for public display, as in the cases above, is a willingness to have both the 

mark and the social connotations of the mark associated with the self. For Cole (27), a 

tattoo enthusiast who partially utilised his tattoo to symbolise his "coming out," the tattoo 

is eagerly given for social consumption. However, as the narrative provided by Yvonne 

(26) suggested, tattooing projects may be cautiously exhibited to a choice few: 

My tattoo is personally empowering for me. I guess the visceral 

experience of being tattooed kick starts your mind, and you wake up about 

how much your body means to people. I always intended to walk around 

showing it off. I changed my mind about that only a few days after the 

tattooed healed. I got tattooed, and in some ways that was good enough. 

Nobody needed to validate the fact that I felt changed and when I looked 

in the mirror, I saw a new person standing in fiont of me. I was 

transforming from the outside in .... I was tattooed in the process of 

reclaiming my femininity, as we discussed, and I took charge of how my 

body was going to look. Changing your body shape, or the way it is 

coloured, sinks into who you are in your heart. I don't have a flair for the 

dramatic, so a tattoo is a good place to start.. .Having other people see a 

strong woman with a tattoo is important to me sometimes. I won't pretend 



that being tattooed doesn't mean something to me as a woman, as 

someone who you don't expect to see with a painfully scarred body. When 

I'm in a group of men and they're acting all macho, I might roll up my 

sleeves and let them see I'm tougher than them. It may sound like a 

pissing contest, but men need to learn women can challenge them 

physically-it's healthy (Rachel, 35, client). 

Social context and audience are equally important in these cases. Importantly, if 

individuals involved in a situated context of interaction are deemed capable of 

empathically grasping the motivation behind the tattoo, the body is exuberantly given to 

be read. However, if the enthusiast does not share similar backgrounds, experiences, or 

body habituses with those others, it is typically assumed that intersubjective 

understandings about the mark cannot be reached-and the body project remains 

concealed behind clothing or another physical prop: 

I never let most people see the 'XXX" [Straightedge] tattoo.. .Why? Who 

among us can really stand in my shoes and tell what it's like to give up all 

our socially popular poisons. Giving up the social devices like booze and 

drugs that give people euphoria isn't the easiest program to go through.. .I 

choose to leave my tattoo under a shirt to save myself from being singled 

out by hypocrites and the self-proclaimed beautiful people. I might be 

called a skid mark because I have tattoo, but my life is a lot more pure 

than the guy shoving coke up his nose on the way to his office job in a big 

high rise. Go through the trials and tribulations of my life, and then we'll 

talk about my tattoo, my fiend (Carl, 26, client). 

Depending, once more, on how centrally the status passage and its physical 

representation fits into one's ''master status" (Becker 1963-r how cumbersome a 

detailed explanation of the meaning structure supporting the bodily inscription would be 

to articulate-these enthusiasts may purposefully choose the terms under which full 

disclosure of the tattoo is given. 

In sum, the reactions to tattooing body projects experienced by individuals are 

stored in their respective memories, and are instrumental in orienting their everyday body 

practices. Creating "indelible" marks on an enthusiast's body modification habitus, 



feedback from others is consequential in grasping how representational techniques impact 

the sense of self. Furthering the conceptual understanding of body projects as highly 

interdependent acts, we continue to uncloak the socio-cultural relevance of tattooing in 

Canada. In the process of attending to how tattoos are experienced in everyday life, the 

social nature of the tattooing process is explored. Treating the body as a three 

dimensional text of identity formation and dialogue, enthusiasts draw our attention to the 

uniquely human methods of and reactions to self-transformation. Since the body and the 

self are not diametrically opposed entities, we must study their sociological 

interrelationship-investigating how the biological, personal, social, and cultural 

interweave over time. 

Through the process of interacting with tattoo enthusiasts, and developing my 

own preferences for tattooing in this process, I began to realise how perspectives about 

tattooing are affected over the life course. As indicated in this Chapter, a significant part 

of developing an orientation to tattooing comes fkom experiencing life as an enthusiast- 

a fact germane to any social activity or form of physical transformation. Indeed, 

arguments presented at the beginning of this manuscript outline how tattooing is 

theoretically comparable to other forms of corporeal modification-such that we may 

develop conceptual schematics to link together seemingly dissonant journeys of the flesh. 

In the following (and concluding) Chapter, I build upon the data collected fiom 

tattoo enthusiasts in this research to propose a model of body modification habitus 

(trm)fonnation. Remembering that body modification habituses are both culturally and 

historically contextual-and as such transform in unintended ways over time within any 

given figuration-a working model for researchers critically interested in the social 

construction and deconstruction of body modification projects is offered. Setting the 

structure of the model upon a process-sociological foundation, the overriding goal is to 

lobby for concatenated research efforts on body modification alongside with the ongoing 

development of integrated theories of the body. Arguing that process-sociology is well- 

suited for these worthwhile tasks, the social and cultural meanings of body modification 

projects are theoretically summarised in a heretofore unexplored way. 



CHAPTER 8 
THE BODY MODIFICATION HABITUSES OF LATE BARBARIANS 

In Chapter 1, I suggested that sociologists would benefit fiom the construction of more 

inclusive and open theories about the body. The projects of B. Turner (1984), Frank 

(1991a), and Maguire (1993) aside, the eclectic menagerie which is now the body 

modification literature (cf. Featherstone 2000) contains only fleeting theoretical 

connections between seemingly dissonant research efforts on the body. Furthermore, in 

an era where those inside and outside of the academy are investing personal attention, 

emotion, finances, and scientific interest in bodies, few have attempted to develop 

theoretical understandings of them fiom politically detached positions. Even fewer have 

devoted energy to expanding our theoretical understanding of bodies by integrating and 

synthesiskg existing (and heretofore ignored) ways of perceiving corporeality. 

Unfortunately, the advancement of agendas, the over-commitment to politically-charged 

streams of theory, the ahistorical approach adopted by most sociologists, and the paucity 

of empirically-based analyses are collectively "crippling" sociological accounts of the 

lived body. 

The purpose of this research on tattooing has been, then, multi-fold. First and 

foremost, the study was designed to present a reading of tattoo enthusiasm in Canada. 

Attending to the lived experiences of tattoo enthusiasts and how they construct meanings 

about their body projects, a preliminary description of the tattoo figuration in Canada has 

been offered. Second, through the exploration of enthusiasts' narratives about tattooing, 

and their selfdescribed relationships with their bodies (prior to and following the act of 

being tattooed), sensibilities about modifying the body are contextualised within broader 

sociogenic trends in Canada. Third, in conjoining the previous two tasks within the 

theoretical direction provided by process-sociology, this research emphasises the 

interconnection between (ongoing) sociogenic and psychogenic change in Western 

figurations. Fourth, the case study of tattooing illustrates a need to examine body 

modification practices through integrated theoretical ideas rather than narrowly-focused 

streams of theory. 

Process-sociology provides a set of core principles for accomplishing the above 

tasks. Although by no means the only theoretical lens through which tattooing may be 



viewed, process-sociology offers several central ideas for re-examining body 

modification practices such as tattooing. One of the cornerstone ideas in Elias' (1983, 

1994,1996) research on long-term civilising processes is that through the sociogenesis of 

specific State formations, individuals in Western figurations internalised a need to 

carefully regulate their public behaviour. As central States developed monopolies of 

violence and taxation in figurations, the major mechanism of social control shifted h m  

external to internal restraint-largely displayed through corporeal performance. Affective 

outburst and repugnant forms of interpersonal display are pushed behind the scenes of 

social life, as is demanded by established discourses and prevailing cultural habituses. In 

these pacified social spaces, chains of interdependency are extended and diversified, 

economies flourish, people develop mutual recognitions (I, WE, THEY) with one 

another, and foresight becomes critical in formulating lines of personal and collective 

action. In studying the extent of a figuration's "civilisation," we look to the collective 

ability of its members to engage in highly controlled interaction. 

Habituses, then, partly change in reflection of our pursuit of a triad of social 

controls: the control over nature; the control over others' actions; and, self-control (Elias, 

1978, p.156). Where humanity struggled through the Middle Ages to master a working 

control over nature, later to be complemented by the pacification of violent social spaces 

(Elias 1994), the project of the last two hundred years has been that of cultivating self- 

control as the hallmark of "civilised" personality structures (Dunning 1999; Maguire 

1992). Self-restraint provides predictability in social life, a standard for behaviour in 

complex figurations that preserves and promotes the growth of human interdependencies. 

While Elias (1996) argued that individuals in Western societies have not reached the 

pinnacle of self-restraint or affective control-and are best considered "late 

barbarians9'-people do exhibit a high degree of civilised control in everyday social 

practice. 

These axial principles of process-sociology lay the conceptual groundwork for 

grasping how personality structures, or habituses, develop through an individual's life 

span. Furthermore, they fiunish sociologists with considerable guidance for examining 

how dominant or "established" standards of behaviour develop into cultural habituses 

over time. These processes, as examined throughout this study, are inexorably 



intertwined. Since we are born into figurations which pre-exist our births, socialisation 

processes tend to imprint established cultural habituses on us. While this does not 

preclude the possibility of individuals developing "unique" habituses reflective of 

personal biographies, it illustrates how social interdependencies are pivotal in shaping a 

person's "second nature." In this study, emphasis has been granted to how body 

modification habituses form over the life course, and how people come to develop 

preferences or tastes for body projects like tattooing. 

By analysing data collected on tattooing practices, a working "model" of body 

modification habitus formation can be constructed. The purpose of the model is not to 

reduce the complex processes constitutive of habitus formation to a series of causal 

factors. Instead, the goal is to provide an integrated model of habitus development that 

facilitates more extended exchange between researchers committed to the inspection of 

corporeality. Arguing that individuals' personality structures are both similar and distinct 

in a given figuration, Elias directs our attention to how a habitus steers one's daily 

actions: 

This make-up, the social habitus of individuals, forms as it were, the soil 

from which grow the personal characteristics through which an individual 

differs fiom other members of his society. In this way something grows 

out of the common language which the individual shares with others and 

which is certainly a component of his social habitus-a more or less 

individual style, what might be called an unmistakable individual 

handwriting that grows out of the social script (1991% p.63). 

To cull and critically examine research on diverse corporeal projects and performances- 

that is, to press for substantive and theoretical integration across research efforts on 

cultural body play-a useful point of departure is found in the specification of how body 

modification habituses are formed. 

Concmtualisin~ Bodv Modification Habituses 

In Chapter 1, the idea of "habitus" was injected into the discussion of how bodies are 

constructed and experienced as cultural products. A concept typically associated with the 

work of Pierre Bourdieu (cf. White & Wilson 1999), Elias' (1983, 1991a, 1994) earlier 



understanding of habitus is overshadowed by more popular statements on the subject (e.g. 

Bourdieu 1984; Labarge & Sankoff 1988; Maus 1973). Yet, Elias' description of habitus 

is appropriate for an integrated model for conceptualising its ongoing formation. I argue 

that by placing a process-sociological perspective on body habituses at the centre of the 

analysis, several theoretical perspectives are synthesised to provide a more encompassing 

perspective on corporeal modification. Structuring the model around an individual's 

biological characteristics, figurational embeddedness, exposure to figurational discourses, 

and lifestyle interdependencies, a "generic" (cf. Prus 1996) processual understanding of 

habitus formation can be advanced. 

Biological Characteristics 

In the contemporary rush to scrutinise the social significance of bodies, we must not 

forsake the body as it emerges biologically. Sociologists should be commended for 

''rediscovering" corporeality over the past twenty years, but should be cautioned against 

limiting the analysis of bodies to their representations and textual deconstructions. 

Similarly, while research in the areas of gender, illness, and sport have taken the physical 

body "seriously" by exploring the body-self interrelationship, tendency has been to 

ignore that human beings are born with bodies possessing natural characteristics-such 

as drives, impulses, and emotions. To configure a well-rounded and empirically sensitive 

model of body modification habituses, characteristics and components of our biological 

bodies must be addressed in sociological theories about the body. 

The claim that we, as a species, are born with natural characteristics can be a 

slippery slope if used to reinforce exploitive social relationships or ideologies predicated 

on interpersonal discrimination. Certainly, claims about natural differences between 

groups can be thinly veiled by the most insidious of pseudo-scientific "truths." For 

instance, the "race logic" in sport is founded upon the principle that individuals of darker 

skin possess a deficiency in mental abilities and an abundance of muscular power 

(Coakley 2000). Manifesting into a system of structured inequality in sport-including 

the "stacking" of racial minorities into so-called "non-thinking" positions-the race logic 

is a product of social stereotype and bigotry. In a related way, essentialist constructions of 

gender are underpinned by an assumption that men are born with natural characteristics 



and biological tendencies which make them more suited for leadership, social roles 

demanding strength and courage, and economic responsibilities (Bartky 1988; Bordo & 

Jaggar 1989). As such, established patriarchal systems of control are just5ed as natural 

forms of figurational order (Bordo 1993; MacKinnon 1987; Sanford 1992). 

Therefore, a theoretical balance must be reached between the body as a biological 

entity and the socially constructed body. In theonsing about corporeality, sociologists 

need to accept the idea that inborn drives and impulses are as important as the social 

construction of the body. For process-sociologists, this recognition stands at the centre of 

an integrated approach to the habitus formation process. More specifically, in deciphering 

how body modification habituses are created over the life course, a fruitful point of 

departure is found in the idea that human biology figures into the assembling of 

personality structures. 

The road to body modification habitus formation is perhaps first paved by one's 

biological makeup. Here, I refer to biological make-up, or a person's physical 

characteristics, as a complex system of drives, impulses, emotions, and organic 

compositions. Humans are born with skin, bones, and organs which give us physical 

shapes and structures. However we are able to function as beings (i.e., move, think, and 

feel) is directly related to our biological structures. Humans are also "equipped" with 

affects and impulses that steer conduct and provide a biological basis for understanding 

the social world (again, our ability to think, learn, and reflect). They influence how 

people perceive social interaction (including individuals' perceptions of their place in a 

figuration) and are key in facilitating ongoing learning and personality formation 

throughout the life course (Elias 1978, 1994, 1991a). Rather than suggesting the 

individual is born, and then "stuck with," a set of pre-determined or hereditary biological 

characteristics, humans' physical characteristics are best viewed as malleable; and thus, 

so are body modification habituses. 

But an individual is certainly not born with an extensive desire to modify the body 

or alter its natural structure in many ways-that is, to modify the body as part of doing 

cultural performance. However, people possess bodies that demand ongoing modification 

and maintenance in order to survive+including the intake of food, or the securing of 

shelter (e.g., clothing and domiciles). We learn fiom an early age to protect and alter the 



"natural" structures of our bodies, not as culturally expected tasks, but as requisite 

functions (Elias 1994). Incorporating cultural techniques for preserving the corporeal 

with a strong internal drive to modify the body so that it might prosper and grow 

healthier, the basic building-blocks of the body modification habitus are locked in place. 

As evidenced through the data collected on tattooing practices, biological 

characteristics play orienting roles in the (ongoing) formation of body modification 

habituses. First, the body is actively sought out by some enthusiasts in the process of 

managing potentially "destructive" drives and emotions. If one of the defining features of 

Western civilisations is that inner restraint is the major mechanism of social control, than 

those impulses or emotions humans "naturally" possess which run contra to socially 

demanded self-control must be kept in check (Elias 1983, 1994, 1996). On a wide social 

scale, individuals learn to internalise the social benefits of curtailing affective outbursts 

or self-gratifying actions, as they may serve to injure a person's physical or social well- 

being. As discussed in Chapter 6, drive economies are transformed such that self-control 

is both a conscious and unconscious part of the habitus. 

But as tattoo enthusiasts point out, inner restraint does not alleviate emotional 

crises or completely mute human impulses; it does not entirely remove feelings of anger, 

sorrow, or frustration fiom a person's life, nor will it prevent an individual fiom 

experiencing aggression or libidinal impulses. There are occasions over the life course 

when the desire to express impulses through body performance simply cannot be 

contained. For some tattoo enthusiasts, modifLing the flesh is a controlled emotional 

"decontrolling." Where cultural ideologies and practices maintain that the ability to 

regulate physical behaviour in public is a signifier of a person's "civilisation," enthusiasts 

employ the body as a text for publicly revealing their inner control. Physiologically 

experiencing emotions like rage, hstration, depression, or elation, some enthusiasts may 

tattoo their bodies as a means of coping with feelings or drives in socially acceptable (or 

at least tolerable) ways. Body modification, then, is a healing mechanism for enthusiasts 

who wish to vent emotions which are typically pushed behind the scenes of social life. 

Unlike the classic psychological construction of tattooing as a sign of a person's lack of 

self-control, the body project is a carefully orchestrated form of emotional release. 



Data presented in Chapter 6 also suggest that tattooing may be sought out by 

some enthusiasts who experience overwhelming affect at key transitional phases of the 

life course. Wishing to express or overcome sentiments of anxiety, doubt, fear, 

dislocation, isolation, pride, or exuberance, a tattoo enthusiast may choose to modify the 

body through this corporeal project as a tactic of emotion management during social role 

transitions. Importantly, this process illustrates that not only are impulses naturally (i.e., 

physiologically) felt by individuals, the desire to express emotion is equally experienced 

throughout the stages of life. Whether the body modification process articulates trauma 

suffered following a sexual assault, death in the family, divorce, or birth of a child, 

modifying the flesh through this outsider social practice is interpreted by some 

enthusiasts as a "normative" form of self-management. 

Sociologists should not discount, then, the extent to which impulses and emotions 

figure into the personality structures of individuals. A core part of the individual habitus, 

biological characteristics cannot be dismissed as a psychological Pandorays box. Not only 

should sociologists devote attention to how biological characteristics influence body 

modification habituses, we must also understand how this relationship transforms over 

time respective of sociogenic change. Data discussed in Chapter 5 reveal how drives and 

affect are moulded through social interchange and dynamic changes in human 

interdependencies across periods of time. In truth, Elias' (1994, 1996) research on long- 

term civilising process is anchored on the proposition that, in this respect, human beings 

are qualitatively different than (although not entirely dissimilar to) our ancestors. 

More basically, though, we must recognise how body modification habituses are 

affected by the actual ability to alter our physical selves. If we could not modifL our 

bodies at veritable will, a discussion of body projects would be moot. But our flesh is 

permeable and subject to boundless structural change. Perhaps coinciding with our 

distrust in material absolutisms, the body has become a site of manipulation, creativity, 

and experimentation. Our bones and muscles may be broken down and rebuilt in more 

aesthetically pleasing shapes and sizes, and a significant portion of the body modification 

habitus is formed upon this principle. One's body modification habitus is irrefutably 

linked to the ability to transform the corporeal with the aid of technological devices and 

commercial products. For example, individuals with darker skin have lagged behind in 



the contemporary renaissance in tattooing because the inks used in the process do not 

appear as clearly or with as much depth as in people with lighter skin (cf. Camphausen 

1997; DeMello 2000). Other tattoo enthusiasts often refer to their bodies as canvasses 

"Waihg" to be coloured in with tattoos. Searching for individuality among groups of 

human beings who possess similar body shapes, colours, and sizes, tattooing is a method 

of stamping uniqueness onto the skin. Or, in the case of individuals who cover scarred or 

disfigured bodies with tattoos to improve their aesthetic appearance (cf. M. Atkinson & 

K. Young 2001), body modification habituses reflect the experience of bodily breach, 

invasion, or aging over the life course. 

In brief, as the biological body emerges in a number of ways, the body 

modification habitus concomitantly shifts. In this respect, the habitus is accurately 

understood as a process rather than a static structure-illustrating that a person's second 

nature is both malleable and naturally fluctuating through unanticipated life trajectories 

that affect biological performance. Research on health and illness (Frank 1991b; Juengst 

& Koenig 1994), or the pain and injury process in sport (cf. K. Young 1993; K. Young et 

al. 1994), teaches us that individuals learn to adjust their daily bodily practices following 

the onset of a physical pathology or some form of bodily implosion. Given all indicators, 

modifying the body to protect its integrity, repair any deficiencies in its performance, or 

enhance its natural appearance are common activities for the human species. These 

activities stand at the base of the body modification habitus, and play a role in orienting 

individuals perspectives about corporeal performances such as tattooing. 

Figurational Em beddedness 

Socialisation processes are obviously one of the most significant contributors to the body 

modification habitus. The lessons learned about corporeality and how to manage the 

emerging biological body partly organise an individual's understanding of physicality. In 

Bourdieu's (1984) terms, socialisation provides a system of instruction whereby 

individuals are exposed to techniques of bodily hexis. Just as the mind is stimulated and 

disciplined through socialisation processes, the body is brought under control by social 

agents (Foucault 1977, 1979,1980,1987,1988). 



It stands to reason, then, that body modification habituses are processually 

affected by changing interdependencies over the life course (Elias 1994). As an 

individual becomes more or less "figurationally embedded," social influences on the 

body modification habitus vary. For those individuals who are extensively tied to others 

through bonds, intimate relationships, or other meaningful forms of sustained interaction, 

a certain stability of influences on body modification habituses is to be expected (Elias 

1994, 1996). While all individuals in complex figurations are relatively interdependent 

with one another (Braithwaite 1995; Durkheim 195 1; Elias 1994, 1996), the stability of 

socialising influences provide a constant and (generally) consistent set of cues concerning 

"appropriate" techniques of body performance and display. 

We should look, though, to how variation in figurational embeddedness alters the 

body modification habitus over time. Research on social deviance is critical in educating 

sociologists about the impact of fluctuating bonds and relationships with others on a 

person's behaviour. A long-standing correlate with criminal or delinquent activity 

(Matsueda & Heimer 1997; Sampson & Laub 1993,2001; Shaw & McKay 1927; Tanner 

2001), a paucity of interpersonal bonds is often taken as  a predictor of deviant behaviour. 

Most directly attributed to the seminal works of Hirschi (1969), and Gottfiedson & 

Hirschi (1990), the social bond is the primary mechanism for instilling self-control in 

individuals. In this process, the more nonnative bonds an individual shares with others 

(particularly in the home), the more a person learns the benefits of restrained behaviour. 

Since the individual comes to depend on others, learns to share their beliefs, participates 

in normative social activities with them, and is affectively tied to them, a high degree of 

self-control (i.e., the renunciation of activities which may be personally gratifjmg, yet 

jeopardises one's social bonds) results. If this personality "switch" is not turned on early 

in the life course, the expectation is that the individual will engage in an steady flow of 

contra-nonnative throughout adolescence and early into adulthood (Gottfiedson & 

Hirschi 1990). 

Process-sociologists would take issue, however, with some social control 

theorists' perspectives about the nature of self-control and affective restraint. Locating 

the early development of inner restraint in the family and other socialising agents, social 

control theorists stress that bonds are immediately consequential in constructing a 



person's habitus. In partial agreement, Elias writes (1991a, 1994) that the family is the 

primary social group wherein inner control, foresight, and mutual recognition are taught. 

With instruction in the home, for example, a person learns how to use the body in 

everyday life. Parents and siblings are chief role models for the young person, who 

constantly learns how to move limbs, protect the body, and understand the social benefit 

of exhibiting inner restraint through corporeal performance. The body modification 

habitus morphs as family members live and interact with one another, intersubjectively 

exchanging body techniques and preferences for physical display. 

In the cment research on tattooing, data indicate that parents and siblings' 

perspectives on this form of body modification provide an orienting set of influences on 

the enthusiast's body modification habitus. Negative attitudes about tattooing may not be 

sufficient to dissuade a person from participating in the practice (although in many cases 

they are), but they clearly impact how an enthusiast interpretively constructs opinions of 

tattooed bodies. Therefore, even though enthusiasts may not entirely "share" family 

members' sentiments about the body project, their opinions are imprinted on the 

enthusiast's body modification habitus. For example, tattoo enthusiasts may relish the 

practice because it stands in opposition to family members' tastes for body display. In 

fact, breaching established body codes promoted in the home may be a surrogate for 

more serious forms of intra-family dissent. In other cases, enthusiasts desperately conceal 

their tattoos fiom family members (and other actors) in reflection of the lessons learned 

about this "profane" form of body marking in the home. 

If family members are the reconnaissance agents of social control-acting as the 

first platoon of troops responsible for stimulating self-control in individuals-the family 

is the nexus of the societal super-ego as it disseminates codes about established social 

behaviour. Expectantly, if a person receives adequate instruction in regard to the 

importance of foresight and affective control, a strong sense of mutual interdependence 

and belonging among others can be fostered. For social control theorists, then, a person's 

sense of figurational embeddedness starts in the home, and habituses are thus squarely 

located in the lessons learned there. With this theoretical position, process-sociologists 

would find little fault. However, for social control theorists, primacy is given to the 

"formative" years of biological maturation. The overriding assumption is that by a 



relatively young age, the habitus (including one's second nature about body modification) 

is cemented. Following early adolescence, there is little room for significant alteration of 

the habitus, irrespective of any sliding interdependencies or redefined social roles 

(Gottfkdson & Hirschi 1990; Hirschi 1969). 

Unlike the majority of social control theorists, process-sociologists-akin to 

Sampson & Laub (1993)-would argue that habituses are far more malleable. 

Experiencing natural variation in figurational embeddedness, the body modification 

habitus (while anchored in early life course interaction) is altered as social 

interdependencies change. Preferences for body modification transform as life course 

transitions lead individuals to reconsider their body modification activities. What may 

have been unproblematic body practice at one stage in the life course, becomes tenuous if 

it threatens a person's memberships in extended relationship chains. Take, for example, 

the "tradition" of binge drinking on university and college campuses. The practice, while 

no way socially normative, is a tolerated form of bodily deviance among students. Upon 

exiting university, however, students are aware that such behaviour cannot continue if 

one wishes to develop and retain certain emergent bonds and social responsibilities. 

Marriage, peer, and economic relationships may be strained by excessive drinking, and 

hence intoxication is not a body project bringing myriad social benefits to the actor. 

Narratives provided by employed tattoo enthusiasts indicate that involvement in 

work environments characterised by rigid codes of acceptable body display clearly 

influence the body modification habitus. Not only will chains of employment 

interdependencies restrict the range of body projects in which an individual may 

participate, they may similarly dictate how a person displays a modified body in daily 

life. Essentially, the very nature of work transforms everyday regimen, as individuals 

discipline their bodies to engage in daily work activities (itself a rationalised form of 

body modification). But the nature of a person's employment and the established social 

codes about the body proffered at work largely dictate how modified bodies are displayed 

in the occupational sphere. Tattoo clients note that a person may be required to engage in 

a significant amount of body covering at work, wearing clothing or other tools for hiding 

their modified bodies. The body modification habitus is impacted such that perspectives 

about when and how to display certain non-nonnative forms of corporeal play are 



created. The habitus is also influenced by the very fact that individuals may perceive their 

ability to freely express themselves through diverse forms of body display is confined by 

work interdependencies. 

Data collected from tattoo enthusiasts further suggest that perspectives about 

body modification are impacted by transition in the dominant forms of work in Western 

figurations. With an increased reliance on information and communication technologies, 

some tattoo enthusiasts experience a perceived need to communicate to others through 

body modification. Work settings replete with technological equipment and advanced 

forms of communication may instil a desire to explore the parameters of the body through 

its modification. Similarly, with increased exposure to how the body may be enhanced 

through technology (alongside the importance of communicating and representing the 

self to others through technological apparatuses), possibilities for body modification are 

opened. Life transitions into social roles demanding extended levels of conformity and 

selfaiscipline thus expose people to alternative ways of thinking about their bodies. With 

the ongoing sociogenesis of work structures, combined with an individual's increased 

embeddedness in work relationships, the body modification habitus is transformed. 

Changing interdependencies within fiendship networks also influence the 

ongoing evolution of the body modification habitus. Discounting social control theorists' 

(Gottfdredson & Hirschi 1990) blanket assertion that peers' attitudes or behaviours do not 

greatly sway the personality structure (i.e., propensity for non-normative behaviour), data 

collected in this research indicate precisely the opposite. Rather than affirming that body 

modification habituses are wholly configured prior to interaction within fiendship 

networks, a more empirically representative observation is that relationships with an 

array of affiliates play an ongoing role in the creation of personal preferences for body 

practices. 

First, fiends may be the agents responsible for initiating a person's career in a 

specific form of body modification. Supplying information on, advice about, techniques 

for, and justifications concerning a particular body project, fiiends can be sponsors of a 

corporeal activity like tattooing. Data presented in Chapter 4 point out that budding tattoo 

enthusiasts may first leam about the practice through fiiendship networks, and are often 

escorted to tattoo studios by fiends for additional information. Research on cosmetic 



surgery similarly acknowledges that body projects are often entered into following 

consultation with "experienced" friends (cf. Gillespie 1996). Likewise, a person's first 

exposure to tattooed skin may come h m  interaction with tattooed fiends. Where 

tattooing the body, or participating in any form of outsider behaviour, was not 

contemplated in the past (i.e., the body modification habitus did not include preferences 

for these types of body projects), interaction with tattooed fiiends may alter a person's 

inclinations for the practice. 

Second, if peers supply social support for a body practice, and promote it as a 

nonnative form of self-expression, habituses can be transformed in a lasting way. People 

do not simply seek out fiends who share similar body modification habituses, neither do 

they blindly accept particular perspectives offered about the body by their peers. Still, 

friends' techniques of and interpretations about body modification projects provide a set 

of interpretive resources for individuals. In particular, friends' opinions about and 

involvement in body project.. like tattooing can have a "normalising" effect on personal 

interpretations of them. Faced with negative social reactions about a specific genre of 

body modification activities h m  other social groups (e.g., family members and co- 

workers), defkitions of body modification projects as normative supplied within 

friendship networks may counteract other socialising influences. As a person develops a 

mosaic of friendship networks and acquires a surfeit of definitions about body 

modification, preferences about varying body modification activities are incorporated 

into the habitus. 

Data fiom Chapter 7 reveal that tattoo enthusiasts often find the most sympathetic 

receptors of their body projects are both tattooed and non-tattooed peers. Meeting tattoos 

with curiosity, tolerance, or ambivalence, peers' evaluations of the body project are 

deeply engrained in the enthusiast's body modification habitus. Therefore, the extent of a 

person's association (i.e., especially in the spare-time spectrum) with peers can be pivotal 

in creating and altering a body modification habitus. Constantly referencing their own 

body modification preferences against those of their peers, enthusiasts are aware of how 

others in their social circles interpret body modification projects like tattooing. 

Embeddedness in the tattoo figuration, occurring through the development of 

friendship chains therein, also figures into the ongoing formulation of perspectives about 



tattooing. If a person becomes more centrally involved in the figuration as a client, travels 

to tattoo studios in the spare-time spectrum, ventures to tattoo conventions, or devotes 

portions of weekly activities to reading tattoo magazines or visiting tattoo Websites, 

fiiendship chains in the figuration are lengthened and strengthened. Becoming more 

involved as a "career" (Becker 1963) enthusiast, a person's everyday activities and 

overall body perspectives may come to be realigned around the corporeal project. 

Linking the identity more closely to the practice (and one's tattooed body), and 

interacting with fiiends who intersubjectively share pro-tattooing attitudes, a person's 

body modification habitus changes. Even if a person chooses to remain on the periphery 

of the figuration, interaction with other tattoo enthusiasts exposes a person to diverse 

opinions about how corporeality can be reshaped in the process of self-representation. 

In brief, as fiiendship networks both inside and outside of the tattoo figuration 

change throughout life, a person's body modification habitus becomes a tapestry of 

previous and current interaction within social networks. Tattoo enthusiasts indicate that 

while parents' and other family members' definitions of body modification activities 

must be managed or conformed with to a degree, fiends' preferences for body 

modification are equally influential on the body modification habitus. Importantly, if an 

individual cultivates extensive and diverse Eiendships chains with others (and thus 

increasing their figurational embeddedness), any castigation of tattooing body projects 

common in one social sphere may be negated by favourable evaluations made by fiiends 

or acquaintances in another sphere. Whereas family members' or co-workers' body 

modification practices have a lasting influence on an individual's techniques of bodily 

expression and display, definitions of body modification learned fi-om fiiends are equally 

used by tattoo enthusiasts. 

Simultaneously, though, the interdependencies an individual shares with others 

(e.g., family, fiends, co-workers, etc.) must also be located within broader established- 

outsider relationships within a figuration. Regularly expressed in sociological vernacular 

as social stratification or structured inequality, membership in socially identified 

established or outsider groups plays a role in configuring the body modification habitus. 

In some cases, a person is born into an established or outsider group (e.g., an ethnic, 

gender, or racial group), while membership in other groups is founded upon achieved 



statuses or characteristics (e.g., social class). Regardless, individuals learn and internalise 

perspectives about body modification relative to their membership in both established or 

outsider groups. Quite simply, body modification habituses are comprised of class, 

gender, ethnic, and many other group-based standards of body modification. Taken as 

methods of communicating social position and identity to others, body modification 

practices reflect a person's social positions and roles in a figuration. Like the Maori moko 

tattoo, that symbolises a warrior's achieved status within the group, body projects 

symbolise and reproduce established and outsider relationships between people. 

For example, body modification projects like dieting, breast augmentation, 

liposuction, and wearing make-up are culturally meaningful because they produce and 

highlight characteristics typically associated with established constructions of femininity. 

These characteristics, defined though an established male gaze, serve to produce passive 

and hyper-sexualised images of women-thus, creating images of women as the cultural 

Other (Bordo 1993; Grosz 1994; MacSween 1993). In this case, the established 

patriarchal order in a figuration creates as standard for body modification practices that 

supports existing social relationships of power between men and women. Over time, 

these standards become integral components of women's body modification habitues. 

To conform with established social codes regulating femininity brings social favour, to 

resist or challenge these codes elicits marginalisation as an outsider. 

Similarly, cment cultural dictum about exercising are underpinned with middle- 

class moral sentiment about the body. Given the current of access to physical training 

equipment and cutting-edge dietary regimes, a moral tag is attached to exercising as a 

"middle-class" pastime (White et al. 1995). The individual choosing not to participate in 

exercise or cultivate a healthy (i.e., firm, toned, tanned, or muscular) body risks being 

labelled as a member of a morally-inferior class. Since many members of the working- 

class possess neither copious amounts of time nor money to devote aerobics classes or 

nautilus clubs, this cultural ideology becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy-furthering the 

established positions of the middle and upper-classes. In a conceptually parallel way, 

since standards defining the '%body beautiful" (Maguire & Mansfield 1998) are mainly set 

by the racial majority in Western cultures, individuals of %on-White" descent often 

engage in full list of body projects to shape the body according to White standards. 



Cloaking the natural shapes of the outsider body can be an advantageous social practice 

in figurations where individuals are discriminated against on the basis of their 

membership in an racially outsider social group. Non-White individuals who straighten 

their hair, colour or tint their skin, remove skin fiom their eyelids, or have rhinoplasty 

and other foms of cosmetic surgery illustrate the fact that racial outsiders in Western 

figurations develop relationships with their bodies in reflection of their membership 

within culturally marginalised groups. 

Membership, then, within collectivities of mutually-identified WE actors provides 

various "resources" (cf. Gubrium & Holstein 1997) for interpreting cultural preferences 

about body modification. By situating individuals within groups of interdependent actors 

(e.g., classes, racial groups, religious contingents) we are able to examine common 

threads creating and binding together body modification habituses. Postmodernist claims 

about the disintegration of these social categorisations aside (cf. Denzin 1991; S. Hall 

1997; Jameson 1991; Lash 1990; Richardson 1991), membership in established or 

outsider social groupings appears to partially shape body modification habituses. 

Understanding the body through a series of interpretive resources furnished by mutual 

identification with others, preferences about body modification reflect a person's ascribed 

and achieved social roles, statuses, and identities. 

Research indicates that personal preferences for tattooing indeed reflect 

membership in a litany of social groups. Keeping with the traditions of tattooing in 

Canada, there remains a strong working-class contingent in the tattoo figuration. 

Embracing the tradition as an outsider body practice, tattoo enthusiasts from working- 

class backgrounds have incorporated a preference for such projects into their body 

modification habituses. However, by carefully wrapping the tattooing body project in 

"New Age" justifications and rationalisations, the avant garde middle-class group of 

tattoo enthusiasts have co-opted the practice as a bourgeois form of identity expression. 

Juxtaposing their tastes for tattooing against the profane traditions of the working-class as 

a method of accentuating the significance of the new guard of tattoo enthusiasts, middle- 

class clients are supplanting traditional discourses surrounding tattooing with 

contemporary sensibilities and ideologies about the body. 



Historically, participation in tattooing has also been constricted by established 

gender codes. Joining the ranks of tattoo enthusiasts as a circus sideshow attraction, 

sexual curiosity, or political protester, women's involvement in the body project has been 

confined by dominant cultural constructions of femininity both inside and outside of the 

tattoo figuration (DeMello 2000; Mifnin 1997; Wroblewski 1992). Extensively covering 

the body with tattoos-a masculine rite of identity confirmation-has been strictly taboo 

for the majority of women in Canada. However, sociogenic changes inside and outside of 

the tattoo figuration over the past three decades have brought scores of new female 

enthusiasts to the practice. Some would be quick to cite women's increased participation 

in the body project as a marker of a changing cultural landscape; that is, a symbol of the 

breakdown of social barriers separating acceptable body play for men and women. Data 

collected in this research indicate that while women account for a sizable portion of the 

new tattoo clients in the current era, women's tattooing practices remain tightly bound by 

established constructions of femininity. Even though body modification habituses 

continue to change in Western figurations-as individuals are socially encouraged to 

practice a host of body modification activities-established constructions of gender 

continue to bear cultural weight on body modification practices. 

Therefore, established constructions of corporeal modification clearly influence 

how individuals interpret the body and its display. As such, established standards are 

measuring sticks by which bodily practices are gauged, and partly form the backbone of 

body modification habituses. Established codes about the body are, then, both enabling 

and constraining. On the one hand, by sharing basic orientations and perspectives toward 

body modification, dominant social norms, values, and beliefs are reproduced. 

Individuals use communication through the body as a method of confirming social 

interdependencies with others-drawing on common WE and TKEY images connoted 

through forms of body modification. Identifying with other social actors through physical 

manipulation, bonds are solidified over time. On the other hand, by intemalising and 

conforming with established social codes about the body, an individual's fieedom to 

pursue any form of body modification deemed personally satisfying is substantially 

restricted. What provides the basis for cultural inclusion and a sense of belonging among 

interdependent others in a social figuration is, then, somewhat of a personal trade-off. 



The chains of interdependency a person shares with others over the life course 

provide a complex set of influences on the ongoing formation of a body modification 

habitus. Coupled with biological characteristics, figurational embeddedness further 

shapes the foundation of a person's body modification habitus. From the data collected 

on tattooing practices, it is apparent that the desire to modify the body, and preferences 

for specific types of body projects, are affected by one's "density" of interpersonal 

relationships. Highlighting how the body modification habitus is adjusted through the 

course of social interchange, variation in figurational embeddedness leads to twists and 

turns in a person's career as a body modificationist. Learning to view body modification 

practices fiom an assortment of social roles, individuals develop malleable relationships 

with their bodies over the life course. 

Figurational Discourses 

The impact of figurational embeddedness on the body modification habitus is 

compounded by the extent to which it exposes a person to established and outsider 

figurational discourses. Although I do not wish to reduce the experience of corporeality, 

and the formation of body modification habituses, to culturally disseminated systems of 

language, prevailing social discourses do provide "maps of meaning" (Williams 1965, 

1977) for understanding body practices (as noted in the previous section). 

Feminist and pro-feminist research on body modification draws to our attention 

the power of social discourses on cultural body modification habituses. Discourses 

constructing gendered bodies are cultural tools utilised in everyday life which provide 

meaning for specific body shapes. Demarcating what is appropriate body play for men 

and women, these discourses also legitimate figurational relations of power and social 

control. Research on the cultural significance of discourse and linguistic ways of 

knowing the world (cf. L. Miller 2001), then, point out that super-structural relationships 

of power are supported by ideologies promoted by key societal institutions including the 

family, school, economy, and media. Taking the lead provided by conflict and other neo- 

Marxist theoretical orientations (including postmodernist and post-structuralist ideas), 

discourse analyses of body modification practices first locate everyday experience within 

broader relations of power distribution and structured inequality. Relying heavily on 



Foucauldian thought (1977, 1979, 1980, 1987), analyses of gendered body modification 

commence by assuming that all forms of corporeal modification are expressions of bio- 

politics. 

Without question, the theoretical stir created in the past twenty years by discourse 

analysts has stimulated fresh insight into the cultural significance of body modification. 

Focusing on the ways in which cultural relationships and systems of social power are 

embodied in representational practices, textual deconstructions of corporeality home in 

on the political messages about society inscribed through the skin (cf. Woodward 1997). 

By addressing the manners through which culture is intextuated into everyday body 

practice, discourse analysts reveal how seemingly banal body movements, gestures, and 

expressions are in fact teeming with ideologies and systems of knowledge. Through the 

process of "reading" textual bodies-which articulate one's social position, cultural 

inclusion, and political ideologies-discourse analysts stress how linguistically framed 

ways of viewing the world form the basis of the body modification habitus (cf. L. Miller 

2000; Potter 1996; Van Dijk 1993). 

However, by limiting the analysis of body experience to a system of signs and 

signifiers, there is a very real risk of losing sight of the lived body amidst a waterfall of 

textual images and decodings. That is to say, sociologists must not become over- 

preoccupied with erudite theoretical depictions of the body as a "sign," while dismissing 

the need to inspect how physical bodies are experienced in the here and now of everyday 

life. Empirically responsible analyses must interconnect bodies as they are managed and 

expressed in life, with bodies as they are linguistically constructed and represented (Elias 

1983,1994,1996). The uncovering of relations of power in figurations that produce ways 

of discursively framing corporeality becomes sociologically relevant only if conjoined 

with the study of the lived body. Discourses affecting corporeal experience are, then, 

hdarnental for conceptualising how body modification habituses are formed and 

translated into actual practice as long as they are studied conjointly with "lived" 

experiences with the flesh. 

A process-sociological perspective on body-modification habituses would, 

therefore, include an examination of how variation in a person's figurational 

embeddedness affects exposure to social discourses (and vice versa). Positing that body 



modification habituses are influenced by established and outsider discourses about the 

body and its representation, we must interrogate how the figurational positions and 

identities individuals hold throughout life expose them to competing definitions of body 

performance. Adjoined with the study of how "interpretive resources" (Gubrium & 

Holstein 1997) influence a person's conception of the body, process-sociologists need to 

examine how established and outsider ideologies about the body are discursively formed 

and circulated through chains of social relationships. 

As noted in the previous section, transformation in a person's figurational 

embeddedness ultimately impacts the body modification habitus. In one way, it does this 

because individuals with a greater degree of involvement in a figuration (i.e., many roles 

and responsibilities, various social statuses, and a high degree of affective attachment to 

others), will most likely be inundated with differing constructions of "appropriate" body 

modification. Whereas established cultural discourses about the body will be depicted 

(i.e., White, male, Christian, middle-class biased) as the norm, involvement with myriad 

others undoubtedly exposes people to "outsider" ways of knowing the body. Data 

presented in Chapter 5, for instance, indicate that sociogenic transformation in the ethnic 

milieu in Canada have led some to be more experimental with body display and 

inquisitive of traditionally outsider body styles. 

More generally, it seems that with increased figurational embeddedness in 

"normative" institutions (e.g., family, school, work, religion, or leisure), and the 

cultivation of extended chains of interdependency with nonn-abiding others, a person's 

body modification activities become reproductions of established social constructions of 

the body. Potentially risking achieved and ascribed roles or statuses by violating 

established body practice (i.e., being labelled as a member of an outsider social group), 

individuals steer their body modification behaviours on the basis of established cultural 

expectations. In this way, body modification habituses are not simply af3ected by 

discourses detailing what established body modification involves, they create and 

embody discourses. The corporeal activities of one person do not supersede the 

importance of any other's, since it is the interweaving of the body modification practices 

among and between groups of individuals which (re)produces established cultural 

discourses and body modification habituses. 



Many of the tattoo enthusiasts encountered in this research staunchly argue that 

proponents of established body idiom in Canada flatly discount tattooing as a beneficial 

cultural practice. They believe that dominant ideas about and descriptions of tattooing 

cling to the circus, prison, gang, or "primitive" (i.e., anti-civilisation) traditions of 

tattooing. Here, tattoo enthusiasts are represented in social discourse as deviants; those 

incapable of following society's rules. Perceiving this declaration to be based on outdated 

and stereotypically White, middle-class, conservative preferences for body presentation, 

enthusiasts pose what they fiequently articulate as a resistance to such edict. While 

enthusiasts do not always conform with established cultural ideals about the body, their 

body modification habituses are evidently dialogical with them-as body projects are 

sought out which violate, resist, negotiate, or overturn established ideologies. It seems 

that enthusiasts who feel particularly oppressed within a figuration (i.e., as they are 

deeply embedded, follow established norms about body display, and perceive their 

possibilities for fiee body expression to be confined), are most receptive to tattooing body 

projects-since it is a symbolic resistance to cultural ideologies and discourses. 

Nonetheless, the extensive body concealing some tattoo enthusiasts perform in 

everyday life bespeaks of their understanding of established discourses about tattooing 

(or the "normative" body for that matter). Internalking that such body marking may be 

repugnant to others, and a unmistakable transgression of body idiom in certain social 

circles, enthusiasts avoid the shame and embarrassment associated with baring tattoos for 

public inspection. Body modification habituses may include preferences for outsider 

body practices, but simultaneously reflect the need to at least appear as norm-abiding in 

the presence of conforming others-an established idea learned through socialisation 

processes and buried safely within the body modification habitus. The more 

figurationally embedded (qua socialised) a person is, the more reactions fiom established 

others' figure into everyday body performance since mutual recognition and cultural 

identification are valuable components in social interchange. 

The body modification habitus, then, reflects discourses about the body promoted 

as normative in a variety of figurational contexts. Narratives provided by employed tattoo 

enthusiasts, for example, underline how constructions of tattooing as an outsider practice 

permeate work-related settings. A tattooed body is a stark contrast to discourses 



promulgated in the occupational sphere, and is typically hidden away f b m  the prying 

eyes of potential critics. Discussions with other enthusiasts highhghted how tattooing is 

considered "deviant" or at least intolerable in most family settings. However, within 

esoteric subcultural scenes (such as a sports team or a rave community), tattooing can be 

undertaken as a normative signifling practice. Tattoos which are hidden at work, at 

school, or in the home can be displayed in these contexts with pride. Therefore, the 

mosaic of interdependencies a person develops, and the corresponding degree of 

figurational embeddedness, partly configure the body modification habitus. For 

individuals with extensive, recognised, and valued interdependency chains, their tastes 

for modifying and displaying the body show a keen sensitivity to the established 

discourses found in an abundance of social settings. 

In social environments where established discourses bear little validity, alternative 

forms of body play pose minimal threats to relationships with others. Tattoo enthusiasts 

with working-class backgrounds and were unemployed at the time of interviewing, 

expressed a sense of disregard for established body discourses. Alienated fiom others 

(i.e., as an expression of their lack of figurational embeddedness), these tattoo enthusiasts 

are not dissuaded by established body idiom since they do not feel constrained by 

established social discourses. Importantly, the alternative body practices of individuals 
carrying only a handful of "conventional" relationships with others (e.g., criminal gang 

members, prisoners, or other social 'misfits') become discursively constructed as outsider 

forms of corporeal performance-hence, the long-existing construction of tattooing as 

form of deviance is reinforced by conservative critics. 

But the idea that tattooing is (still) not normative precisely explains why some 

enthusiasts are attracted to the body project. In a figuration where images of outsiders and 

tattoos go hand-in-hand, the body project continues to be a method of asserting one's 

difference among "culturally homogenous" others (i.e., perceived followers of 

established body idiom). Accepting and reproducing the outsider status of tattooing, 

established cultural discourses about nonnative body modification are deliberately 

reaffirmed. Quite simply, tattoo enthusiasts have internalised dominant cultural body 

habituses, and utilise this outsider form of body marking to plant a social flag of 

individuality among established others. Ironically heeding established cultural discourses 



which encourage individuals to perform identity-work through body modification, 

outsider forms of body manipulation provide enthusiasts with ready-made forms of (what 

they describe to be) "authentic" identity construction and display. Where uniqueness and 

individuality are culturally revered in Western figurations, it stands to reason that a 

tolerable amount of bodily deviance will be incorporated into the body modification 

habitus. 

Contrary to conclusions often made in the deviancy literature, then, a high level of 

figurational embeddedness does not act as a firewall preventing one from participating in 

contra-normative activities. Instead, variation in figurational embeddedness shifts and 

rearranges a person's exposure to and internalisation of established and outsider 

discourses delineating acceptable body behaviour. Even though a person may be 

surrounded by established ideologies about corporeal practice, and come to orient daily 

activities around such belief systems, interaction with a diverse cast of social actors over 

the life course introduces competing understandings of how to modifjr the body. Through 

the cultivation of fiendship networks and establishment of roles among peers, alternative 

discourses may provide individuals with new maps of meanings for interpreting the body. 

Changes in the body modification habitus naturally occur as interdependencies morph 

and take on new significance for people. 

Using the tattooing body project as the example, figurational embeddedness 

appears to open individuals to discourses through which the normative nature of the body 

project may be judged. Data collected in this research illustrate how embeddedness in 

class groups, ethnic groups, and other mutually-identified social conglomerates expose 

people to specific discourses about the body and its modification. With multi- 

membership in social groupings, individuals encounter both established and outsider 

definitions of body practices such as tattooing. The body modification habitus is, then, 

informed by a rich mosaic of the discourses circulated within groups of people over time. 

Rather than implying the habitus is formed only in relationship to a person's 

identification among a specific social group (e.g., class, race, ethnic, gender, religious, 

etc.), we must look to the collection of social groups influencing the body modification 

habitus, and how competing discourses about the body across social groups are evidenced 

in a person's body modification preferences. 



Lifesstylle Interdependencies 

The fourth major set of influences on the body modification habitus are rooted in 

personal lifestyles. Drawing on Stebbins' (1997) delinition of lifestyle, attention is given 

to the self-directed activities in which an individual participates with others sharing 

similar life perspectives or orientations. ORen associated with spare-time or consumptive 

activities (Stebbins 1997), lifestyle is a conceptual moniker attached to a complex 

pastiche of activities and interrelationships with mutually recognised WE others. 

Although by no means capturing the sum total of the concept, the idea of lifestyle 

brings to the fore the idea that certain patterned behaviours are intentionally sought out 

and incorporated into a person's life. By pursuing involvement in specific social circles 

(e.g., clubs, teams, scenes, etc.), participating in group activities because they provide 

members with socially recognised identities and statuses (i.e., as an "enthusiast" of some 

social activity), and promoting worldviews through joint social action, personal lifestyles 

coalesce around shared behaviours and ideologies. The concept of lifestyle shares close 

theoretical similarities to the notion of subculture in this respect (Stebbins 1997). 

Lifestyles become culturally meaningful for people because they establish outlets 

for exploring personal interests and fostering social relationships. Joining a hockey team, 

becoming an avid pottery maker, enlisting as a fund raiser for a charity organisation, 

affiliating with members of the Rave scene, or participating in a religious community are 

lifestyle pmuits in that they may partly (or wholly) restructure a person's daily activities 

or outlook on life. Casting the concept in process-sociological terms, a lifestyle is 

framework of interdependencies entered into by people which revolve around 

intersubjectively shared WE activities and belief systems. Whereas lifestyles based on 

social class, ethnic identification, or racial background are rightfully examined by 

sociologists as the basis of one's social orientation, equally significant are those lifestyles 

chosen by individuals as particularly exciting, intriguing, provocative, or relaxing-such 

as hobbies, spare-time fascinations, and other leisure activities (Stebbins 1997). 

The importance of lifestyle on the body modification habitus is grounded in 

similar rationale as that of figurational embeddedness. Lifestyles (although there are 

notable exceptions) are generally interdependent social activities. They involve other 

people as fellow participants, spectators, judges, hosts, critics, and confirmers of status. 



Just as relationships with family members or co-workers imprint preferences for specific 

foms of corporeal activity on the habitus, relationships with peers situated in similar 

lifestyle engagements can influence a person's definition of normative body performance. 

For instance, the lifestyle associated with nudism advocates (at its core) an unabashedly 

open perspective about the body and its display (Ilfeld & Lauer 1964). Enthusiasts of 

spare-time lifestyles based on participation in outdoor activities (e.g., hiking, swimming, 

skiing, rock-climbing, camping, snowboarding, or fishing) often emphasise the benefits 

of physical exertion in the process of communing with nature. Even social actors who 

construct lifestyles around the consumption of illicit drugs often construct drug-taking as 

an activity geared toward extending the parameters of the senses (cf. Hathaway 1997% 

1997b). 

Indeed, the very term "tattoo enthusiast" conjures images of tattooing as 

somewhat of a lifestyle pursuit. Describing the tattoo figuration as a "community" of 

actors, DeMello (1995, 2000) paints enthusiasm for tattooing as a distinct lifestyle. To 

DeMello's analytical credit, it is true that tattoo artists mainly experience the practice as a 

distinctive lifestyle. Wearing many tattoos, cultivating fliendships with tattoo artists and 

clients, reading literature about tattooing, and travelling the globe to meet fellow 

enthusiasts, many artists are committed to the tattooing lifestyle. However, not all 

enthusiasts orient their activities and identities around the body project, or view their 

tattoo "collecting" wail 1999) activities as a lifestyle. 

Using the case study of tattooing, we may conclude that a person's lifestyle 

choices alter preferences for body projects. Holding firm to the notion that tattooing itself 

is not a lifestyle for the vast majority of enthusiasts, preferences for tattooing as a body 

project must be located in other lifestyle orientations. Figurational embeddedness in 

normative institutional activities provides one grouping of influences on the body 

modification habituses, and helps to arrange a person's perspectives about tattooing. Yet, 

involvement in social lifestyles deemed interesting or in some way advantageous to the 

individual are equally influential in the ongoing development of body habituses. 

Data presented in Chapters 4 and 6 reveal that the self-initiated affiliations formed 

with WE groups over the life course furnish maps of meaning for interpreting the body. 

Using the body as a text of self (and group) representation, mutually-oriented WE 



affiliates solidify social bonds through the skin. Attracted by the permanence of tattooing, 

and its status as an outsider social practice, the body project serves as a beacon of in- 

group solidarity and individuality. Since corporeality is inexorably linked to identity, 

groups of interdependent people utilise body alteration to galvanise collective identity 

around a intersubjectively meaningful lifestyle practice. When individuals participate 

such body ritual, and learn to appreciate the communicative potential of body 

modification, their habituses are transformed. The tattoos act as symbols of involvement 

in an overall lifestyle, a consciously chosen pattern of behaviour and supporting 

ideologies adopted by an individual. Orientations about representation through physical 

transformation are changed as people are expected to represent their self-directed lifestyle 

choices through body practice. 

Understandably, tattooing homologically fits into lifestyles culturally viewed as 

contra-normative in some way. Reproducing the long-standing association between 

tattooing and social malcontents, tattoos are utilised to denote disaffiliation with 

established peers and their lifestyles. Organising outsider lifestyles around practices 

which pose some type of social resistance to existing figurational power relationships or 

ideologies, tattooed bodies become signatures of cultural protest. Here, common symbols 

are worn by lifestyle affiliates, as common in Hip-Hop, Skinhead, Punk, Rave, or Skater 

lifestyles (Brake 1985; Hebdige 1979; Tamer 2001; Young & Craig 1997). In this way, 

tattooing is doubly meaningful for fellow lifestyle proponents, since it facilitates a mutual 

WE recognition among participants, and challenges conforming THEY others who view 

such body practices as repugnant. Once again, body modification is understood as a 

vehicle for circulating social commentary and exploring alternative forms of identity- 

work. Correspondingly, the biological body is increasingly viewed as an entity to be 

shaped, restructured, marked, and accentuated in the process of interacting with and 

communicating among both established and outsider groups. 

The dialectic relationship between the biological body and lifestyle orientations is 

also evidenced here. The biological body is continually transformed into a text of 

representation, and individuals leam to orient their body modification preferences around 

the practice of self-representation. This is not a ground-breaking sociological conclusion 

(cf. Goffinan 1959, 1963), but the principle is worth reiterating. Importantly, even though 



sociologists actively explore the relationship between discourse, social stratification, and 

body modification preferences and practices (Lash & Uny 1994; McRobbie 1994; 

Muggleton 2000), rarely are lifestyle orientations included in the examination of 

corporeal modification (cf. Herek 1987; Messner & Sabo 1992; Pronger 1990, 1999). 

Conspicuously absent from pioneering and subsequent research on youth lifestyle 

activities and deviant subcultural affiliations (S. Cohen 1973; Hall & Jefferson 1976; 

O'Bireck 1996), is the idea that choosing to modifjr the body as part of a group (life)style 

is germane to conceptualising how attitudes about and constructions of corporeality are 

created over time. 

The lifestyles adopted by individuals (and how they affect body modification 

habituses) are equally reflective of their embeddedness in established social roles, 

statuses, and identities (and vice versa). Without question, lifestyle activities may be 

complimentary to those interdependencies shared among family members, peers, co- 

workers or a variety of established others. Lifestyle orientations can further ensconce 

people into established social roles and identities, if they reinforce dominant social 

relationships and established cultural ideologies. For example, physical exercise and 

healthiness as "lifestyle" orientations can strengthen relationships between norm-abiding 

peers (i.e., as a social ritual), signify a moral message about individuals (i.e., the desire to 

improve and protect the physical body), and illustrate conformity in a figuration where 

muscular bodies are sexualised (White & K. Young 1997). Hence, lifestyle orientations 

(particularly those accounting for a sizable amount of a person's spare-time activities) 

may reinforce established body preferences and discourses. Research on youth deviance 

(cf. Gottfkedson & Hirschi 1990; Wade & Brannigan 1998) has consistently correlated 

unsupervised or undirected leisure time with involvement in contra-nonnative behaviour 

and the belief in subaltern social values-including those relating to the body and its 

modification (e.g., drug use, alcohol consumption, violence, and other types of risk- 

taking behaviours). 

Lifestyles, therefore, may function as a conduit of established bodily order in a 

figuration. If people are exposed to similar lessons about the body in self-chosen lifestyle 

activities, as they are in more "forced" social spheres, the body modification habitus 

forms as a unified whole. That is, when consistent norms, values, and beliefs about body 



modification are imprinted in varying social settings (e.g., family, work, leisure, etc.), 

body modification preferences will be homological. Although one may dabble in risquk 

body practice, as in a tattooing body project, outsider forms of body modification are 

either hidden from plain view or justified by elaborate narratives constructing a positive 

cultural meaning for the practice. In this case, the extent of a person's "established" way 

of viewing the body is underscored, since techniques of neutralisation or "passing" are 

practiced to preserve the individual's status as a discreditable outsider-or by the simple 

fact that a person feels (or anticipates feeling) shame or embarrassment about the body 

project in the company of established others. 

Figure 8.1 -Body ModiJication Habitus 

Figurational 
Discourses 

The conceptual model of body modification habituses developed through this 

research on tattooing is summarked in Figure 8.1. Through a series of interconnections 

and reciprocal effects, the four major nexuses of habitus formation are created. While the 

focus of attention in the current analysis is the body modification habitus, we could easily 

replace preferences for body modification in the centre of the model with tastes for other 

forms of social behaviour including, for example, criminal activities. The model proposed 

is not a definitive causal model of the habitus formation process; it is intended to be 

utilised as working tool for sociologists interested in how personality structures or 

"second natures" (Elias 199 1 a, 1994) for social behaviours are created. 
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Future Directions: Concatenating Research Efforts on the Body 

To expand on ideas developed through this research on tattooing, and to stimulate fresh 

theoretical insight into body modification practices, a concatenation (Stebbins 1992) of 

research efforts around the proposed model above would be worthwhile. Rather than 

treating case studies of body modification as empirical islands unto themselves, 

sociologists must build more conceptually relevant links between studies of corporeality. 

Pockets of interconnected research studies on the body are in fact formed through extant 

research, especially around central themes such as gender, race, class, technology, or 

illness. Furthermore, "empirical" examinations of corporeality are often housed within 

postmodemist, interactionist, feminist, or phenomenological theoretical camps- 

establishing some semblance of cohesion in the literature. But a closer inspection of the 

existing literature indicates that comparative and cross-fertilising research efforts (i.e., 

over empirical studies spanning extended time periods) are well overdue. In order to flush 

out methods for integrating substantive and theoretical interests (so that our conceptual 

understanding of bodies and their modification may be both theoretically powerful and 

empirically responsible), alternative approaches to research are undeniably needed. 

At present, investigations of the sociological significance of bodies tend to be 

more theoretically and methodologically exclusive than inclusive. With the postmodern 

turn in the social sciences (Prus 1996; Sanders 1999; Strinati 1995), investigators have 

rushed to situate the body against cinematic landscapes-where discourses, signs, 

signifiers, and images dictate how social life is experienced (Denzin 1997, 1999). 

Dismissing or subsuming alternative theoretical approaches to corporeality as horse and 

buggy paradigms, postmodernists oRen vilify modernist constructions of the body as the 

neo-conservative fodder of White, male, power holders (cf. A. Hall 1996). The relative 

merits of postmodemist thinking aside, such claims-making not only alienates colleagues 

interested in the study of bodies, it frequently alienates the subjects of research fiom their 

own bodies. On the same note, unwavering "anti-pomo" theorists (often passionate 

defenders of the sociologies of everyday life) refuse to accept innovative ideas about 

"textual" and commodified bodies. Denying the saliency of social discourses and the bio- 

politics of power, some sociologists yearn for a less language-oriented and more 

experience-based understanding of corporeahty. 



The common methodological strategies employed by researchers are themselves 

subject to contestation and debate. Recent years have witnessed the blossoming of textual 

deconstruction as a preferred method among body theorists (cf. Featherstone 2000; Price 

& Shildrick 1999; Williams & Bendelow 1998). Finding "data" in any number of textual 

sources, theorists dissect images and signs in search of implanted meanings or discourses 

of power. Leading to the deconstruction of bodies as texts, a wealth of knowledge about 

intextuation of culture onto the body has been accumulated. Still, I argue that sociologists 

need to be cautious of the epistemological and ontological pitfalls inherent in studying 

lived experience through movies, advertisements, fashions, or other popular texts. Unless 

we remain committed to discussing social experience with individuals (i.e., through 

interviews, group meetings, or narrative performances) and collecting empirical data on 

lived experience, the sociologist becomes little more than a flaneur with academic 

credentials. Philosophies, political ideologies, and vested worldviews which fuel certain 

methodological approaches may create erudite and socially confrontational analyses of 

human interaction, but the sociological cost is the loss of research informed by the words, 

actions, and interpretations of people under study. 

A more beneficial methodological course of action would be, of course, to 

triangulate data collection strategies within given research efforts on the body. This 

would require sociologists to grip much less tightly to their favourite or preferred 

methods of data collection. Instead of structuring an entire research agenda around 

interviewing, content analysis, surveys, participant observation, or archival methods only, 

body theorists would develop more elaborate understandings of corporeality through a 

combination of many methods. Blumer (1969, p.44) wrote that to critically inspect a 

social phenomenon, we must set it on an analytical table and observe it fkom all angles. 

Methodologically speaking, this means drawing on divergent ways of measuring, 

observing, or interpreting a phenomenon of interest. Semiotic readings of body texts, 

interviews with individuals about their bodies, historical analyses of body art and 

corporeal representation, and the unobtrusive observation of the moving body in public 

spaces are all fruit-bearing methods to be incorporated into individual research programs 

with the body as their subjects-not just in separate chapters strewn together in a 

"reader" about the body, but in actual methodological practice. 



The concatenation of research on the body should include the linking together of 

diverse substantive interests in corporeality. For example, an interconnected stream of 

studies on body modification might critically examine various camouflage, extend, adapt, 

and redesign body projects. A series of investigations might focus on several variations of 

extend body projects, while another might conceptually compare camouflage and adapt 

body projects by searching for similarities and differences between them. Designed to 

amend and expand a model of body modification habituses (as the one offered in this 

manuscript), a coherent and goal-oriented research agenda can be established. Instead of 

producing accounts of body modification to be used to further political standpoints or 

reafEm avant garde theories, concatenated studies of corporeality should press for 

extended theoretical integration and innovative insight. 

A concatenated program of research on body modification would also involve a 

scheduled re-visitation of specific research topics over time. Given the frequency with 

which social phenomenon change (i.e., in their form, content, and social meaning), 

sociologists often find that exploratory research is periodically required to gather updated 

empirical understandings of the world. For instance, even though Sanders' (1989) study 

of tattooing is an incredibly descriptive and theoretically intriguing piece of sociology, 

his data (and segments of his analysis) are simply unreflective of contemporary tattoo 

practices and their cultural construction. Repeated forays into the tattooing figuration 

across an extended time period would allow sociologists to study the cultural 

development of the body project. Inasmuch, changing preferences for tattooing could be 

contextualised within sociogenic change, noted as and processual shifts in cultural body 

modification habituses. 

As I have argued throughout this study, the tenets of process-sociology establish 

a theoretical grid for accomplishing these research tasks. By using principles comprising 

process-sociology as a supporting theoretical pillar of concatenated research on bodies, 

the study of body modification habituses and their physical manifestations could 

reinvigorate our sociological conceptualisation of corporeality. Without reifying process- 

sociology or disregarding the need to develop grounded theory through empirical 

research, a long-term program of research on the body would use process-sociology as 

the theoretical centrepiece. However, as I have argued through this research on tattooing, 



this theoretical centrepiece is best employed as a device for integrating theories about the 

body. 

The integration of theories about the body within the general rubric of a process- 

sociology would accomplish what Tittle (1995) refers to as "synthetic" integration-or 

more simply, the interweaving of disparate theories into a unified conceptual whole. 

Treating process-sociology as a theoretical meta-narrative in the integration process, 

alternative theories of the body can be sutured onto a cohesive assemblage of ideas- 

culminating into models of the body modification habitus as proposed in this research. 

While much theoretical integration in sociology merely amounts to adding variables to 

causal models, a truly integrated theory (of body modification for example) would 

restructure existing theories into an unambiguous and parsimonious whole. 

At present, we are parked at a crossroads in both our cultural interpretation of 

body modification, and sociological contemplations about bodies. Exciting technological 

and scientific discoveries have smashed the parameters of what our bodies may become if 

trained, protected, disciplined, and repaired through basic techniques of reconstruction. 

Around the comer are human cloning projects, the creation of fully cybernetic "virtual" 

people, and the ability to move bodies across vast periods of time and space. What we 

interpret "natural" bodies to be, or how we should use our bodies, has never been more 

subject to contestation. Our cultural curiosity to camouflage, redesign, extend, and adapt 

our bodies is only limited by our collective imagination. Ironically, our own quest to 

achieve body perfection has exacerbated our confusion about corporeal matters. In a time 

where myriad social, biological, and environmental risks confi-ont the long-term existence 

of bodies on this planet, it is perhaps our own desire to expand bodies which poses the 

gravest threat to their natural integrity. 

Body modification habituses, then, have never been more pliable. Family 

members, gym teachers, peers, spouses, doctors, television commercials, magazine 

articles, news stories, and movies all encourage us to participate in journeys of the flesh. 

Preferences for body projects like tattooing, and the diverse explanations or justifications 

offered in their social construction, that indicate our hunger to modifjr our natural bodies 

knows no satiety. Outsider forms of body modification like tattooing are creeping out of 

the social shadows and into the cultural limelight. Established forms of body 



modification like exercising, dieting, or wearing fashion have become commodified, 

ritualised, and etched into our cultural body habituses. Even with the litany of 

sociological explanations of body projects, it is impossible to predict what radical forms 

of body modification will ascend in popularity in the next ten, twenty, or fifty years. 

Perhaps genetic manipulation and dramatic forms of chromosomal alteration may be the 

next body plateau to be explored, or the separation of the mind and body through virtual 

reality. History teaches us that as long as we live in bodies, we will find creative, 

expressive, and culturally meaningful methods for transforming their shapes, sizes, and 

appearances. As sociologists, we should continually strive to theoretically map these 

changes, and advance criticaI perspective about why we feverishly seek to alter the most 

human of conditions. 
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APPENDIX A: INFORMED CONSENT SHEET 

Research Proiect Title: 
Miscreants, Malcontents, and Mimesis: Sociogenic and Psychogenic Transformation in 
the Canadian Tattoo Figuration 

Investi~ator; Michael Atkinson 

Funding Agency: 
The present study is funded in part by the Department of Sociology (The University of 
Calgary), and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada. 

This consent form, a copy of which has been given to you, is only part of the process of 
informed consent. It should give you the basic idea of what the research is about and 
what your participation will involve. If you would like more detail about something 
mentioned here, or information not included here, please ask. Please take the time to read 
this form carefully and to understand any accompanying information. 

Purpose of the Study; 
The general purpose of this research is to examine the social processes involved in the 
development of tattooing practices in Canada. I am examining historical accounts of 
tattooing in Canada, and observing and undertaking interviews with individuals who have 
knowledge of and experience with body modification. Approximately 300 people will be 
observed and/or interviewed in the research process. I will be gathering the purposive 
sample (artists and their clients) at 11 body modification studios in Calgary and 4 in 
Toronto. 

Confidentiality and Publication: 
Your participation in this study is voluntary. You are not obliged to answer any of the 
questions asked during any part of the research. You may terminate your involvement at 
any time. If you choose to withdraw from the study, copies of any discussion 
(tapedtstored on computer disk) will be destroyed upon your request and not used in the 
study. At all times, only I will have access to the interview transcriptions or any field 
notes made, and all copies of the notes/transcriptions will be securely stored in my 
private office. 

Your name will not be used in the study. The information gathered will be used for my 
Ph.D. dissertation, so there is a possibility that the results may be published. Individual 
and group materials are being used in the study, and topics and ideas discussed in group 
and individual interviews may be discussed (anonymously) in one or another settings. 
Transcripts of the interview(s) or any discussion will only be seen by myself, but they 
may be discussed with my supervisor, Dr. Robert Stebbins (220-5827). 

Nature of Your Involvement: 
I ask that you answer the questions presented in interviews or discussions. I am interested 
in both your knowledge and your opinions of tattooing. Therefore, all of the questions I 



will be asking directly relate to your opinions and knowledge of body modification 
practices. In particular, I am interested in your own tattooing experiences, but will also be 
asking you to comment on what you think of body modification more generally. I may 
contact you at a later date to arrange further discussions/interviews if so possible. 

Possible Risks to You: 
The University of Calgary requires that people who participate in university research be 
informed of possible risks involved. In this study, I believe that you are better able to 
assess such risks than I am, and that you will decide on that basis what information to 
provide. You are free to withdraw from the research at any time, and any information 
which you have provided will be destroyed at your request. Furthermore, if you wish to 
review transcriptions made of your interview(s), or view a final copy of my Ph.D. 
dissertation, please feel free to ask. 

Other Ouestions: 
If you have any questions about this study, please ask at any time. You may also contact 
my supervisor, Dr. Robert Stebbins, The University of Calgary, 220-5827. 

Your signature on this form indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the 
information regarding participation in the research project and agree to participate as a 
subject. In no way does this waive your legal rights nor release the investigator, sponsors, 
or involved institutions from their legal and professional responsibilities. You are free to 
withdraw from the study at any time. Your continued participation should be as informed 
as your initial consent, so you should feel free to ask for clarification or new information 
throughout your participation. If you have further questions concerning matters related to 
this research, please contact: 

Michael Atkinson, 
Department of Sociology, 
The University of Calgary 

@ 220-3217 

If you have any questions concerning the ethics review of this project, or the way you 
have been treated, you may also contact the Department of Sociology Ethics Committee 
and ask for the Chairperson, at 220-6501. 

Participant Date 

Investigator/Witness Date ' 

A copy of this consent form has been given to you to keep for your records and reference. 



APPENDIX B: Interview Schedule for Tattoo Artists 

Backmound Ouestions 

What is your: 
1) age? 
2) gender? 
3) ethnic background? 
4) current level of education? 
5) current occupation? 
6) annual income? 
7) marital status? 
8) Do you have any children? If yes, how many? 

Preliminary Occupation Questions 

1) When did you start thinking about becoming a body modification artist? 
2) How old were you when you eventually started? 
3) Tell me about how you first entered into the field? How long in the field since then? 
4) What were the initial experiences like? 
5) Did you apprentice anywhere? If yes, for how long? 
6) What made you interested in body modification as a career? 
7) Did you have any of your own body modification at that time? 
8) How much did it cost you (financially) to become involved initially? 
9) Do you have any artistic training outside of body modification techniques? 

Current Occupational Practices 

1) Describe the nature of body modification in your perspective as an artist. 
2) Is this perspective different as a person who engages in body modification? 
3) Tell me about your first experiences as an artist? 
4) What part of the process do you think you're the best at doing? 
5) What styles and techniques are involved in your work? 
6) Are you planning on learning how to perform any other body modification 

techniques? 
7) Which styles or techniques are your strongest? Any favorites? 
8) How do you learn to 'do' different styles? 
9) Are there any trendy or popular styles right now? For whom? 
10) Are there any particularly enduring styles? 
11) Which, if any, styles of body modification do you have? Why these? 
12) Are there any styles you refuse to perform? Why or why not? 
13) Are there locations of the body you refuse to work on? 
14) Do you go to body modification conventions? 
15) If yes, what are conventions used for? How are they important? 
16) Do you read body modification magazines? Why or why not? 
17) What have you included in your personal portfolio? Why? 



18) How do you arrange your work area? How is this important to yodyour clients? 
19) How many customers do you perform work on each year? 
20) What are your hours of operation? (days/hours per week) 
21) How much do you charge? 
22) How is this fee worked out? 
23) Tell me about what happens when someone walks in and says they want some work 

done (i.e., tell me about the client-artist relationship)? 
24) Do you have your own operation or work for someone else? 
25) What is it like to work at this studio? 
26) If you could, please categorize you clients in the following categories: 

a) age range 
b) gender division 
c) ethnic background 
d) level of involvement in body modification 
e) knowledge of body modification 
f) style preferences 

Current Perspectives I Feelings Toward the Practice 

1) How, if at all, has your perception of the practices changed since you started? 
2) Do you think public perception has changed? If yes, how so? 
3) What is your perception of body modification in Calgary? 
4) Where do you see the scene is going in the future? 
5) Do you consider yourself knowledgeable about the history of body modification in 

North America? 
6) Have you ever had any negative experiences as an artist? 
7) What are these like and how are they handled? 
8) Why do you continue to be a body modification artist? 
9) Would you ever quit? Why or why not? 
10) How long would you like to stay in the business? 
11) Would you like your career to advance? How is this done? 
12) Do you ever think about yourself being a body modification artist? 
13) Has being an artist changed or influenced your life? How so? 
14) Do you have reservations about being in the field? 
15) What are the best parts about being an artist? 

Personal Involvement in Body Modification 

1) What forms of body modification do you have? 
2) Tell me about these experiences (why do you engage on body modification?). 
3) How did you choose the forms/styles/locations? 
4) Do your friends have body modification? 
5) If you have a partner, do helshe have body modification? 
6) How has your family reacted to your body modification? Friends? 
7) How would you categorize your experiences in general? Positive or negative? 

- please elaborate on these. 



8) What are your perspectives on removal? 
9) Have you ever considered removal as a personal option? 
10) Are many of your clients personal fiends? 
11) What are the best parts about having body modification? 
12) Do you ever purposefully conceal your body modification? 
13) Do you ever purposefully reveal your body modification? 
14) How important is body modification to you? 
15) How have you incorporated body modification into your lifestyle? 
16) How have you experienced pain in these processes of body modification? 
17) Do you have plans for future body modification? 
18) Are there any forms of body modification you wouldn't do? Why or why not? 
19) Do you think certain forms of body modification are more aesthetically pleasing than 

others? If yes, how so? 



APPENDIX C: Interview Schedule for Tattoo Clients 

Backmound Information 

What is your: 
1) age? 
2) gender? 
3) ethnic background? 
4) current level of education? 
5) current occupation? 
6) annual income? 
7) marital status? 
8) Do you have any children? If yes, how many? 

Preliminary Experiences 

1) What would you say is 'body modification'? 
2) What types of body modification do you have? 
3) When did you first start thinking about body modification? 
4) How did you decide to have the work done? Did anyone influence your decision? 
5) Tell me about how you went about getting the work done. 
6) What the experience like? How did it feel? 
7) What was the artist like? Did you feel comfortable in the setting? 
8) Were fiends with you at the time? 
9) What were your preliminary reactions to the work? 
10) How did people first perceive your work? (fiiends, family, co-workers) 
11) Do many of your fiends or family have any type(s) of body modification? 
12) How much, in total, have you paid for body modification? 

Body Modification Styles 

1) In general, what do you think about your body? 
2) What is your perspective on modifying the body? 
3) What do you use body modification for? 
4) How would you describe the styles of the body modification you have? 
5) Could you tell me about the significance behind each piece? 
6) Are your fiends involved in body modification? 
7) Do your friends have body modification? 
8) Do your fiiends have similar styles? 
9) If yes, how were these designs developed? How are they understood? 
10) Do your fiends share similar perspectives on body modification? 
11) Do you speak with your fiends about your experiences/styles? 
12) If you have a partner, do they have body modification? 
13) How do you decide what styles you acquire? 
14) Are the styles custom? 
15) How do you see your different forms and styles as fitting together? 



16) Are you satisfied with the work you have had done? 
17) How does body modification fit into your lifestyle? 
18) Are you considering any future body modification? 
19) Is there any form or style that you wouldn't consider? 
20) Do you ever make attempts to conceal your body modification? Why or why not? 

If yes: 
21) How have you hidden your body modification? How is this done? 
22) How does concealing your body modification make you feel? 

Experiencing Body Modification 

1) What other ways do you express yourself? 
2) Do you use your body in other ways to express yourself! 
3) Do you feel people are generally accepting of body modification? Please explain. 
4) Do you talk to others about your experiences? Who? 
5) What are the best aspects about having body modification? Worst? 
6)  Do you think about your body modification on a regular basis? 
7) Have you had any negative experiences as a result of your body modification? 
8) Do you have any regrets about your body modification? 
9) Have you ever considered removal? Why or why not? 
10) Do you consider anything else other than what we have spoken about as body 

modification? 
11) Do believe there are forms or styles of inappropriate body modification? 
12) Do you know anythmg about the history of body modification in North America? 
13) Do you read body modification periodicals or magazines? 
14) Do you feel there are differences in how men and women uselwear body 

modification? If yes, how so? 




