How does the world perceive tattoos?

Tattooing is a permanent form of body art that dates to 5,200 years ago. The word 'Tattoo' is derived from the Tahitian word “ta-tu”, and countless of studies reflect on the deep and rich history of tattoos which I want to delve more into and explore how certain points in history have influenced the views and attitude towards body art across the globe, including why in parts of Asia there's still a stigma that lingers and why in other parts of the world it is celebrated.
 
Apo Whang-Od is a 106-year-old artist and the oldest living tattooist. She lives in the Kalinga province of the Philippines and while this is a fairly remote area, her geometric designs draw in thousands of people from all over the world seeking to be inked by her. Her designs are unique, containing spiritual dimensions that are believed to ward off “evil spirits and guarantee a place in the afterlife” (Mouriquand, 2023). Oggay began practicing this art form at the age of 16 under the guidance of her father, and through this she has helped keep Batok alive; a hand-tapping tattoo technique with a “bamboo stick containing a thorn which is dipped in coal, and natural dyes” (Mouriquand, 2023). This tradition was marginalised during the Spanish colonial era(1565 - 1898) when Filipinos were forcefully converted to Christianity, , and also due to industrialisation which brought about more efficient tattooing techniques. As a consequence, it has become an endangered tradition. 
Like Apo’s designs, Chi Shen tattoos are spiritual in nature. They are of Chinese origin and are ancient, having been found on “Tarim mummies from Xinjian” (Jhaiho, 2019). In most instances they are a symbol of social status, but in other cases they are spiritual and magical with inspiration from mythology, local fairytales, and nature. Despite this, in the past tattoos in China have been associated with criminals – hundreds of crimes are punishable by tattooing, including robbery and adultery. Criminals would get their faces tattooed to show their shame before being exiled as punishment; this was named Ci Pei. However, minority groups in China have a different viewpoint: the Dulong and Dai tribes are known for their “lively tattoos as they see tattooing as an act of art, and patterns as symbols of passage”(Djordjevic, 2023). Men from the Dai tribe got tattoos of dragons, elephants or tigers underlining their muscles, those animals symbolises strength, and Dai women had tattoos on the back of their arms and hands, and a dot between the eyebrows which ties to the old belief of the third eye.
The Ainu people are indigenous to Northern Japan, and they populated modern day Hokkaido until 300 BCE, when people from the main island of Japan began migrating, causing conflict and eventually the Ainu people to be displaced from their homes as migration increased. Their livelihood was ruined, and their traditions were banned, including tattoo rituals. Ainu tattoos were traditionally found on women and “acted as protection against evil, illness, infertility, and miscarriages” (Wijayanti, 2015). This ban contributes to the stigma towards tattoos in Japan which still exists to this day. Irezumi is another key example. They date back to the 18th century and were influenced heavily by woodblock prints, becoming popular with lower class people, particularly gang members. Tattooing was outlawed in Japan because of its ties with gangs and violence, however artists could still tattoo foreigners. Many artists would start tattooing sailors in the 19th century, resulting in Japanese tattoos gaining global prominence and popularity. The ban was lifted in 1948, however its bad reputation still lingers as many locals still relate tattoos to the Yakuza - a large and violent Japanese gang. Public recreational areas such as onsens, pools, beaches, gyms, and waterparks do not allow tattoos to be on show, so both locals and foreigners either must cover them or book private services.

In the Western world, tattoos have also been associated with the lower class and crime. In Western Europe, people (particularly the upper and more affluent classes) had a lurid fascination with tattoos. In the 18th century, soldiers would return after living in Polynesian communities covered in tribal tattoos. They would struggle to find a job due to this difference, and many would eventually make a living through “freak shows”. In the early 20th century, general consensus of tattoos would shift from “exotic, to criminal and social outcasts, studies”(Gittleson et al, 1969) of tattooed males in “psychiatric wards and prisons solidified public conceptions of tattoos as degenerate” (Duchenne, 2023). Affiliations with deviant bodies such as the military, gang members and prisoners - traditionally male dominated groups – “masculinised the practice of tattooing”(Duchenne, 2023). This led to the illegalisation of tattooing in some states within the United States, such as New York in 1961(lifted in 1997). However, many marginalised groups were encouraged to celebrate tattoos, and specific tattoos were used to express a group identity towards certain subcultures.
The tattoo industry has experienced a rise in popularity within the past three decades as tattoos become more normalised. Tattoos have expanded beyond marginalised groups and have become very common with 40% of the United Kingdom’s population having at least one tattoo, and 46% in the United States. There are many factors as to why tattoos have become normalised, including better sanitation, social media, access to tattoo removal, and celebrity influence. Whether it’s purely for aesthetic reasons or to commemorate someone, there are now over a dozen different tattoo styles practiced by over 6,000 artists in the U.S. alone. Many artists are influenced by styles and cultures across the globe, and even travel around the world to train.
 
Tattoos have been a “staple part of Polynesian culture for the last 2,000 years” (Grainger, 2021). They are used to express identity and personality, social ranks, have protective and spiritual elements, and can tell a story; each design holds a specific and significant meaning. For example, face tattoos in Māori culture are reserved for those of high rank as the face is believed to be the most privileged part of the body. Hawaiian tattoos are seen as an act of bravery as the process has been known as the most painful in Polynesia. In Polynesian cultures, it is believed that tattoos connect people to their ancestors and the spiritual world - a way to honour their lineage and preserve their cultural heritage. Traditionally, tattoos were hand-tapped using a tool called a Moli which is still practiced today, but modern tattoo machines are also used. Polynesian tattoos have gained popularity worldwide, but it is important to approach them with cultural sensitivity and respect, and it is key to understand the meaning and significance behind symbols.

Tattoos are not the only form of body art - scarification is a practice that is “prevalent amongst Africans and Australian Aboriginal groups” (Oyedokun, 2024). Scars are made by cutting or branding the skin and then ink is rubbed into the wound or filled with clay or ash, forming keloids which are prominent on darker skin. The “keloids may be arranged in patterns” (Oyedokun, 2024). It is a painful process but scarification is used for identification and beautification, and is used to test one’s ability to handle pain. Reasons also vary depending on the individual groups; girls from the Nuba tribe in Sudan get scars at puberty, their first menstrual period, and when they are pregnant with their first child. Suri men in Ethiopia scar their bodies to tell others they have killed someone from an enemy tribe. This practice is seen as unnecessary and harmful outside the groups that participate as methods are not sanitary and many people, including children, are forced to participate against their will.
On the other end of the spectrum, Mehndi is a temporary form of body art involving the application of henna, originally practiced in the Middle East, India, and North Africa. Henna is a reddish dye made from dried and powdered leaves from a henna tree. Traces of henna have also been found on mummies from 1200 BC and it is known that Pharaohs feet and hands were dipped in henna before mummification, preparing them for their journey to the afterlife. In the present day, Mehndi is commonly practiced during weddings and birthdays. Each design is unique and rich with symbols that offer blessings and sometimes tell stories. It is also believed they bring “luck, happiness, love and prosperity” (Srinivasan, 2024). Just like Polynesian tattoos, Mehndi has become popular worldwide, so it is important to approach them with respect.

There are so many points in history that have shaped the world’s perception of tattoos. In the Western world, body art is increasingly normalised and embraced by the public, while in some Eastern cultures people are forced to cover their tattoos due to societal stigma. Meanwhile, in specific indigenous cultures body art holds deep, traditional significance and is considered a vital part of identity and heritage. In conclusion, there is no universal perspective on tattoos, as perceptions are deeply influenced by cultural, historical, and societal contexts that differ across the globe.
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