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This paper will be an anthropological research proposal aiming to investigate the connection tattoo cover-up’s have with a person’s identity and the meaning behind the original tattoo and whether the significance alters due to having it covered up. During my research it was prominent that there was a hole in materials and the literature review I put together highly concentrated on non-western culture. So, my research aims, and objectives will be to hopefully fill a small gap in the texts available and hopefully provide more insight into western tattoo culture. I will also discuss the methodologies I will use to collect my data and a list of ethical 
concerns I put together in preparation to start my research and how I intend on tackling them. 

Research rationale 

The study of tattoos has been prevalent in anthropology for many years and anthropologists all over the world have looked at and written about tattoos and the meaning and significance behind them.  But unfortunately, during the course of trying to gather some material to start my project I seemed to notice that the most anthropological material written on tattoos seemed to be more commonly focused on non-western practices. I seemed to find that most academic work written on tattoos heavily revolved around other cultures and seemed to have very limited material from ‘western’ culture.  Some of the academics I found and acknowledged were M Featherstone (2000), N. Thomas, A. Cole & B. Douglas (2005), J. Caplan (2000),            M. Kuwahara (2005) K. Glender & S. Thornton (1997). I’ve found some of their work to be very useful in helping me to think around my topic but nothing prevalent in these books seemed relevant to my topic. 

Although previous anthropological studies seemed to heavily lean towards ‘non-western’ practise, there are still a few academics that appear to also try and focus on our culture and social structures. Most of the research I began to find essentially stated that tattoos were symbols of bad behaviour which would then lead people to associate this with their identity. It is commonly seen through literature that tattoos were heavily associated with “bikers, sailors and criminals” (Rubin,1988), but it is becoming a lot more accepted within wider communities. For example, a lot more women are getting tattoos and in studies undertaken by Armstrong (1991) he suggests that many different classes and social structures are largely starting to accept tattoos, which in due course is leading to the stigma surrounding tattoos to gradually decrease and hopefully over time, dissolve. 

This is where I will begin to discuss how my research can help towards the contribution of tattoo knowledge/ culture in “western” societies. My research will be looking at what values identity and meaning have in connection with having/ covering-up tattoos.  During the research for my portfolio, I’ve looked at many different social structures of people to try and find any common denominators in identity and meaning amongst the groups. I looked at the influence tattoos have on college students; I’ve also looked at the influence family and friends have on a person and whether that would in future prevent them from getting tattoos. 

The results from the article’s I’ve interacted with were very variant, but a couple of key factors stood out, thus making me question whether factors such as the article: ‘tattoos increase self -esteem among collage students’ written by  Ball and  Elsner (2019) would also come into query when the question of identity was in motion.  The paper suggested that among a variety of different students (tattooed and non-tattooed) when they were asked to wear a temporary tattoo for a period of time the results portrayed that a high percentage of the participants felt that their self-esteem and confidence in general improved. This suggests to me that the study must have had an effect on their lives in a positive way, and the way they perceive themselves, which in turn proposes that the tattoos must have altered the way they look at themselves, which would suggest that they either identify with the new tattoo or their identity has slightly differed making them more confident. Also, as the paper is so appropriately titled, ‘tattoos increase self-esteem in collage students’, Self-esteem could be the underlying meaning for these students to get tattoos in the first place, personally a boost in confidence is usually a positive thing all round. (Drews, D.R and Allison, C.K and Probst, J.R (2000) study suggested that students with tattoos were asked to describe themselves and their tattoos using a collective of adjectives that were given to them. The results show “Adventurous, creative, artistic, individualistic and more risky than non-tattooed subjects”. All words I would also use to describe someone’s identity. This shows me that people often use tattoos as forms of ‘body art’ to express themselves and forms of identification, to truly portray themselves and maybe increase their self-confidence. 

I then in turn looked at the influence family and friends would have on a person getting/not getting a tattoo and turned to Armstrong (2002), to a study done on the influence of identity, friends and family. The results to which were that no family members are a huge influence on a person getting a tattoo, and the only member to have a slight impact was usually a sister. I could not find a reason as to why sisters were the main influence of the family but feel it may have something to do with sibling bonds, and that occasionally sisters can be seen as more of an extremely close ‘friendship’ relationship than a ‘relative’ relationship. My reason for coming to this conclusion was that due to further research, friends seemed to have a very positive impact on a person getting a tattoo. It was reported that if the participants friends have tattoos and have had a good experience all round associated with the tattoo, that the influence is stronger and more prominent, thus making it more likely for someone to then go and get tattoos. 

I felt it very necessary for my research to look into some of the background revolving tattoos before I sub categorise to what the main focus of my study will be revolved around. The topic I will be researching is; the covering up/ alteration of tattoos, or more specifically, the meaning of why people get their tattoos covered and if there’s any correlation to the meaning/ identity of a person. A cover-up tattoo is when a person has originally had a tattoo and then decides to get it covered up with another tattoo, this is to completely cover the old design with something completely new, a whole new design that is usually slightly larger than the old tattoo. But an alteration is when someone originally has a tattoo that they then alter or add too to make the design look slightly different, or perhaps too add to its meaning.

When I began my search for materials to start analysing on cover-ups and alterations, I quickly came to the realisation that there aren’t many source materials to be found that were specific enough for me to use, so considering if found this an issue, hopefully my work will fill a space in the missing literature and contribute to the understanding of tattoo modifications in the west. 

Most of the research found suggested that there are numerous reasons and meanings that people get tattoos covered or altered, and a fair few of the reasons also stem very closely with identity.  There are many reasons people may want to get their tattoos changed. Examples such as; it may have worn off slightly and reduced colour over time, it may be linked to a memory that they no longer cherish, it could also be linked with something that they used to identify with, and wanted to portray their personality through their body art and over time, the meaning has depleted and it is no longer valued to the person. Therefore, they get it covered up, or altered to be something new. In the same article by Armstrong (2002); their results and statistics also suggested that the top reason people didn’t want to keep their tattoos were: 

““I just don’t want it.”, “It sort of faded”, “[It] might be too big”, “[it is] childish”, “[They are] not the way I wanted them to be”” 
(Armstrong, 2002 pp:25-30)

This to me shows that sometimes things can go wrong over time, and the original intentions and definitions behind the tattoo fade, become worthless. Therefore, occasionally people start to feel regret towards their tattoos. A journal written by Madfis,E and Arford, T (2013) also mentions that it is very common for people to start regretting their tattoos for a number of similar reasons to my examples. There are also many other reasons people decide to modify their designs and as I have mentioned previously, stigmas surrounding tattoos are fizzling off with due time, but unfortunately there are still stereotypes and stigmas surrounding them. From what I have gathered I can see there are still many discriminations happening towards people who choose to express themselves with tattoos. 

In an article by Martin and Cairns (2015) discusses the stigmas surrounding tattoos in depth and found it very useful in my search as to why people get cover-up and feel this may be a very strong pathway to follow. The article mentions stigmas revolving body modification as a whole, stigmas surrounding workplace and also stigmas surrounding women and tattoos. I feel that all these factors will have a huge part to play in the undergoing of my research as they all seem prevalent in most literature regarding cover-up tattoos. They seem to be the key factors as to why people get cover-ups, so I should expect to get a fair few of the same answers in my research. I intend on trying my best to then structure questions that may be able to help gather more information from my participant and delve a little deeper into how their tattoo identifies with them, and how the possible meaning behind the original tattoo has altered/ been covered.


Research Design 

I will be conducting my research on the meaning behind cover-ups and the relationship between the notions of identity in a small little town located in the centre of Wales, called Carmarthen.  Specifically, I will be conducting my research in one tattoo parlour in particular. Nobby’s tattoo parlour. Nobby is a specialised tattooist who specifies in cover-ups. Nobby’s tattooist has been up and running successfully, with quite a waiting list for an appointment, since 1996. He tattoo’s such a widespread variety of things from portraits of loved ones too hand drawn tribal pieces to butterflies and fairies. While I am conducting my research at Nobby’s I believe I will be encountering numerous different clients from a wide range of social structures so am hoping to get quite a good insight into their thoughts, to try and get a broad spectrum of results from all social classes.

The focal method I will use to conduct my research will be participant observation. I have chosen this as my main method as I have a tattoo myself that I would like to get covered. A tattoo that once held a special place in my heart but now holds no meaning to me whatsoever. This will be a fantastic part of my research as I will be able to reflect on my own experience of getting a cover-up to further my knowledge on my study question.  I have also been looking at a fair few books related to methods I can use for my work, a few happen to be ‘participant observation books’. A useful book written by Spradley (1980) that has been helpful in informing me that there are many differences between an ordinary participant and participant observation. He then goes on to fully explain 6 differentiations between the two making it mindful that using participant observation involves using yourself as a subject for your own research, whilst maintaining an insider/outsider perspective where, as I will be heavily involved due to the fact that I will be getting my cover-up from Nobby’s, I need to be aware of my instantaneous intentions and look at the wider picture too.  He also goes on to explain the different magnitudes of which you expect to engage with your method. The types of participation range from “no involvement- high involvement” and are listed as such: “nonparticipation– Passive Participation– Moderate Participation- Active Participation- Complete Participation”, and after reading this section I feel I’d lean more towards the complete participation method, as I am already heavily involved in my research due to having had tattoos done by Nobby in the past and am also heavily involved due to also getting a cover-up.    

Another method I will be using is structured interviews and focus groups. To help forward my knowledge of how to use these methods correctly I have turned to book edited by Russell Bernard (1998) that became useful for many of my methods and also had a section on participant observation. Although I mainly looked at the structured interviews chapters, which helped me recognise that as I am using participant observation as a key method, I need to take due caution in how I structure my questions. This is to make sure that I don’t stray off topic purely as I have an interest in the theme. For my structured interviews I shall put together two different sets of questions to ask each participant. The first set of questions will be a questionnaire that they will fill out, this will record the general information and details of the person in question. Things such as age, gender, occupation and tattoo relative questions as ‘how many tattoos do you already have’. After the short questionnaire I will look at structured interviews with Nobby’s clients where I will then ask them a set amount of questions. Questions that will hopefully delve a little deeper into why they are getting cover-ups and if there is a meaning behind their old tattoo and if they are covering it for a particular reason. I will ask all participants the same set of questions, but I will adapt and accommodate appropriately for each scenario as I’m aware that there could be sensitive subjects brought to conversation, such as death, memory and/or regret and each interview can be much different from the next.

The method of writing I will use to finalise my piece is partly auto-ethnographic method. I will be writing with myself as a participant so felt like this would be the most appropriate way of writing up my findings. I also thing this would be the best method to work alongside ‘complete participant observation” as they both heavily revolve around not just being reflective of my work but to also be reflexive. I used a couple of books, Reed-Danahay (1997) and Okely (2012) on auto-ethnography to help me learn about the method and give me a better understanding of how to write up my piece when the time comes. Also, during my research for a short period before, during and after my tattoo cover-up I will keep a reflexive diary, this should help me whilst writing up my auto-ethnography.

This now leads me to talk about the ethical concerns I will have during my research. Most of the concerns I will have to worry about revolve around the notion of consent. I will need the consent of Nobby to conduct my research, I may need his consent to use his materials, such as photos and Artwork. I will also inevitably need his consent to conduct my fieldwork. I will be asking Nobby to fill out an ethics form that I have altered and constructed to suit my fieldwork where I will draft up an information sheet, informing Nobby of all I intend on doing whilst there, everything my research will be looking at and exactly what I intend on researching. I will then give him a sheet of questions for example: ‘do you give consent for *** to conduct their research’ and ‘I (Nobby) understand everything put forward to me in the information sheet and consent to the above work being carried out’. I will also make him aware that he is free to withdraw from the research at any time. This is just to make him aware that he is in control, as well as I, so that we can work together and hopefully fill a gap in the anthropological literature on cover-ups. During my work I have to be extremely cautious of what I will be writing, especially using the auto-ethnographical method as I need to keep in mind that I am conducting my research on a business, someone’s livelihood, so to be extra vigilant in what I write as I could affect Nobby’s reputation, which in tail would have an effect on his business. I will also have to be very cautious with the anonymity and discretion of Nobby’s customers and clientele, as they may not want their names and tattoos mentioned in my work, so will have to tread carefully, getting consent for all materials I will be using. But as I’m also using participation observation, I will also need to be very cautious of things that I wouldn’t normally have to be concerned about if I wasn’t taking part in my research. Thing such as the hygiene in the tattoo parlour, I may get an infection from a used glove, or a dirty tattoo gun. But as I have had many tattoos by Nobby himself in the past, I’m very confident with his levels of hygiene and am very confident with his work.  I have used a 2few books to help me with the ethics of my work, just to make sure that I am covering all angles as ,in the same book I mentioned for my structured interviews section edited by Russell Bernard (1998) states: “ Thinking about ethics should be a part of every research plan from beginning to end, from initial design to pursuit of funding to eventual publication of results, There are many ethical considerations to that the researchers aren’t aware of until conducting their research.” And there’s two things I take away from this one is to always be cautious of ethical considerations and two is to always be prepared for something to happen that you weren’t expecting, plan for the unplanned and unexpected. 

Optimistically my research will help uncover whether people get tattoos covered because of a meaning that has depleted, or whether they used to identify with the tattoo and that they are covering it up to unidentified with the previous design. Hopefully my research will also help fill a gap in the anthropological literature surrounding ‘western’ tattoo culture and the ideas surrounding cover-up tattoos. With the knowledge I have gained during my research I feel I am in a comfortable position to conduct my research and hopefully gain the results I am aiming to acquire. 
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