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Abstract 
 

 

This thesis examines the complex relationship between physical and social practices of 

tattooing in contemporary Taiwan. Covering Western and Eastern body concepts, as well as 

briefly tracing the history of tattooing from the early beginnings to today, I aim to discover 

personal motivations and cultural factors behind obtaining tattoos in Taiwan and changes in 

the perceptions and practices of tattooing whilst embedding it in binary context to the West. 

After laying out a historical narrative, I investigate how body inscription is used as a means of 

creating identity. Finally, I will explore the role of social media and its influence on shaping 

tattoo culture in Taiwan today. For this study in-depth interviews were conducted with ten 

tattooed Taiwanese participants from a millennial generation cohort. The findings are meant to 

be an exploration of motivations in Taiwanese tattoo culture and contribute to the field of 

Cultural and Communication Studies in Taiwan. 

 

Keywords: Tattoo, Body, Taiwan, Social Media, Self-Identification 
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摘要 

 

 

本研究以當代台灣社會為背景，探討刺青文化中身體與社會實踐間的複雜關係。本文

旨在發現台灣刺青者的個人動機與文化因素，以及對刺青的實踐與觀感的改變，除此

之外亦涵蓋東西方的身體意念，並簡述刺青文化的歷史背景。除了歷史與文化背景概

述，同時探討身體銘痕如何建立身分認同，最後將社群媒體對於台灣刺青文化的影響

納入研究討論。本研究採用深度訪談法，訪談十位台灣千禧代世代刺青者。以台灣刺

青文化為背景，本研究將針對刺青動機提出發現，並為台灣文化研究提出貢獻。 

  

關鍵詞: 刺青, 身體, 台灣, 社群媒體, 自我身分認同 
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1.  Motivation & The Researcher’s Position 
 

 

Today’s world has become a place that feels increasingly smaller. Due to the uprising of 

the internet and the consequences of globalization that now can be felt anywhere around the 

globe, people are more interconnected and cultural developments and trends can be followed 

in the most different geographical regions. Especially the internet and social media have helped 

to spread information in a faster way than ever before thanks to its omnipresence and ubiquity. 

Not only this, but with the birth of the internet we have also started to see a rapidly increased 

change of culture, that has never been here before. Cultural developments that used to be 

confined to geographical areas are now reaching places hundreds to thousands of kilometres 

away and the public and private spheres of our lives are increasingly merging together. 

Especially when it comes to the display of bodies, it has become apparent that the general 

caution of keeping one’s own body private and covered from the public eye has strongly 

loosened. Even more so, the public display of body modifications is increasing in societies 

around the globe. Nowadays, all forms of bodies are just a click away; search engines and 

hashtags make all kinds of images of the human body accessible in seconds. The feeds of social 

media platforms, such as Facebook and Instagram are increasingly exhibiting examples of the 

so called “modified” body, that indirectly or directly shape the way we experience other 

people’s bodies, as well as our own. Especially for the so called Millennial Generation (or 

Generation Y, typically born in the early 1980s to the end of 1990s), growing up in 

industrialised and digitalised environments has become the norm and daily exposure to online 

content is part of everyday life.  

One form of the modified body, that has history in communities all around the globe and is part 

of increasing online (as well as offline) appreciation, is the tattooed body. The body has always 

been central to the human experience and using it to express affiliation, values and personal 

stories dates back to thousands of years ago. The perception of tattoos, however, has changed 

throughout time and within societies. It is because of my own personal interest in tattoo art, 

that I chose this topic for my Master Thesis. I always knew people and friends who had tattoos 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI: 10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMICS.004.2018.F05

 

2 
 

here and there, but it was only when I met my first boyfriend Dapang1 大胖 in Beijing in 2015 

that I was able to dive into a scene, where tattoos and other forms of body modification were 

practiced in a wider circle. Since then, I have been fascinated about tattoo culture, especially 

in East-Asian context. It struck me to see how tattoos were used to enhance personal identity, 

values, and group membership.  

Shortly after coming to Taipei in 2016, I realized that, just as in my hometown Berlin, more 

and more young people decide to get tattooed. However, Taiwan is a society that is influenced 

by Confucian values, which put high attentiveness on the preservation of the body. Furthermore, 

tattoos here are still somewhat connected to criminals, the underground scene, and other stigma. 

Certainly, as we will explore in the following, Taiwan’s tattoo culture has been shaped by 

different cultural influences and perceptions within Taiwanese society are changing in a time 

where a new wave of individualised tattoos are proclaiming popularity amongst Taiwanese 

youth.  

I want to take this opportunity to deepen my understanding of why young people in Taiwan 

decide to get tattooed and how this might be a cultural phenomenon and trend that is also partly 

led by the internet and social media. I want to listen to local voices and explore Taiwanese 

attitudes towards tattoo culture. Coming to Taiwan as a female German master degree student 

with Mandarin skills, I find myself in a position that might be somewhat unique. Having grown 

up in China as a young teenager and lived in a Chinese speaking environment for now almost 

nine years, I experience this surrounding as part of my own cultural identity. For the Taiwanese 

or Chinese counterpart this is not obvious before engaging in a conversation with me. However, 

my experience was in the past, and is still today, that with my Mandarin language skills and 

the cultural competency acquired over the years, I am able to interact with locals in a way that 

feels like cultural bridges are being connected. Engaging with locals is always something I 

strive for and by doing this research I hope to contribute to intercultural understanding, as well 

as contribute to intercultural research in Taiwan. I also acknowledge that with my position as 

a foreign researcher in Taiwan comes a responsibility of stating ethical values. As my 

qualitative and explorative research is relying on the interactions with human beings, it is my 

duty to inform my respondents about their safety of privacy and data protection. Hence, I 

                                                            
1 I will use the Pinyin transcription of Mandarin Chinese in the course of the thesis. Jade-Wiles is only 
implemented when it’s the predominant transcription found elsewhere. Chinese characters are written in 
traditional Chinese and just mentioned the first time when the term is introduced. All Chinese terms, names, 
phrases and literature can be found in the Chinese Index in the Appendix.  
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provide each interviewee with a consent form in Chinese that addresses these concerns and 

assures that the interviewee agrees with the use of their replies, their pictures taken and these 

pictures being used in my thesis. The consent form can be found in the Appendix. 

 

1.2.  Research Context & Research Questions 
 

Taiwan is one of the “Four Asian Tiger” states that through industrialisation and economic 

growth has seen a rapid development in the second half of the 20th century. Especially the 

capital Taipei with its 2.6 million inhabitants is a highly digitalised place to live in and 

Taiwanese youth here are strongly influenced by online trends and relying on online 

communication. In 2017 Taiwan ranked third highest in Asia with a 88% internet penetration 

rate, which enforces Taiwanese to receive cultural influences not just from Taiwan itself but 

from neighbouring states, such as Japan, Korea and China, and the West through online media. 

Hair dyed in all kinds of colours, as well as pierced and tattooed bodies have become somewhat 

more visible in Taiwanese youth culture. Vintage shops, hipster cafés and tattoo parlours have 

popped out of the ground around every district in Taipei. The society is seeing a change in self-

expression that has gained speed in the past few years and old concepts are being replaced by 

a more open-minded outlook fuelled by the young. Coming across several young Taiwanese 

that have tattoos and that use social media such as Instagram to regularly keep up to date with 

the posts of tattoo artists and other online channels that share tattoo content, I decide to dedicate 

this research to finding the motivations that lie behind getting a tattoo in Taiwan, how having 

a tattoo contributes to personal sense of self and if or why social media is utilized to share 

tattoo content amongst Taiwanese today. It is my goal to explore how a shift in culture, as in 

tattoos becoming more mainstream, can contribute to the process of identity making and then 

also, how and why social media is implemented in communicating these identities.  

In the course of my thesis I will try to answer these following three research questions by 

conducting in-depth interviews with ten young Taiwanese millennials aged between 20 and 35 

years: 

RQ1: What are the main motivations for obtaining a tattoo in Taiwan? 

RQ2: How does having a tattoo influence personal identity in Taiwan? 
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RQ3: What are the motivations behind sharing tattoo content on social media in 

Taiwan? 

As I come from a different cultural background than my Taiwanese participants, I want to dive 

a little bit into what body means in my cultural background, but even more so, what body means 

in the cultural background I am investigating in order to get a general understanding of the 

different approaches to body. It is not the aim to do a comparative study of Western and Eastern 

tattoo cultures in a deeper sense but to gain consciousness that cultures are different, that they 

are in a constant process of change and that, especially in today’s world, they are increasingly 

influencing each other. As we will see in the following, some of the concepts reflect today’s 

attitudes towards the body. I aim to give insights into fields that are related to the phenomenon 

of human body and the experience of creating identity, meaning I will dive into a wide range 

from philosophy to history to culture and communication studies. 
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2. Literature Review 
 

2.1. The Concept of Body 
 

Being-a-body is given to us and at the same time assigned to us as a task. 

Gernot Böhme 

The human body is something that most of us in our ordinary lives might take for 

granted. However, our experience of life is inevitably mediated through our bodies (Shiling, 

1993). It is the vehicle we move in, the motor that keeps us breathing, feeling and thinking. We 

use it to communicate thoughts and values and some of us use the body as a canvas to tell 

personal stories. 

‘The Body’ has long been a theme of philosophical and sociological debates and dates back to 

when the Greeks and Confucius put thought to writing. Means of communication have long 

been dominated by the West, which leads to the assumption that the study of body has also 

been dominated by Western scholars studying Western bodies. However, each culture 

developed its own study of body, but not all of these concepts are found in Western literature. 

Brownwell (2009) argues that this leads to a limited development of theoretical frameworks 

that would help better understand what is universal about bodily experience, what is culturally 

variable and what it means for cross-cultural understanding (Brownwell, 2009). Asia is a part 

of the world that offers very complex cultural traditions of body, that differ greatly with those 

from the West (Brownwell, 2009). It is also a region that has, however, undergone intense 

contact with the West through colonialism, imperialism, war, and globalization (Brownwell, 

2009).  

 
This study wants to examine youth tattoo culture in Taiwan and as tattooing is a cultural 

practice that has history both in Eastern and Western cultures, I want to embed my research in 

a broader understanding of body concepts of the two and what differences there might be in 

their philosophical and sociological discourse. In order to understand the body as a social 

instrument, we need to investigate in theories that sociologists have created to theorize the 

human body. Furthermore, in order to clarify the issue of ‘tattooed bodies in Taiwan’, a key 

sociological argument must be that embodiment and the practices we perform is the product of 

training and discipline (Turner and Zheng, 2009). If embodiment is the effect of social practices 

and these practices are determined by our surroundings, our ‘habitus’, then embodiment varies 
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among cultures (Turner and Zheng, 2009:7). Different cultural traditions produce different 

types of embodiment and in turn these different forms of embodiment reinforce different 

cultural traditions (Turner and Zheng, 2009). In times of globalization, embodiment in different 

cultures are challenged and become increasingly hybrid through embracing a mixture of body 

cultures, which then create new artistic, but also social and cultural possibilities (Turner and Zheng, 

2009).  

Based on the acknowledgement that the ‘Asian body’, as well as the ‘Western body’ will vary 

in itself, the thesis that there are distinctive traditions of embodiment in the East and West will 

be underlying in this research. It is of interest to see the greater differences or similarities that 

the ‘East’ and ‘West’ exhibit and to ask oneself whether or not those concepts still play a role 

in modern society and if so, how. Since both Eastern and Western philosophy have filled 

countless books on this issue, it is by all means unachievable to sum all of them up in just this 

one thesis. Thus, I will only focus on some of the main ideas in Western thought, that have for 

long concentrated mainly on a body-mind-dualism whilst the Eastern thought, where I will 

focus on Confucianism, is more strongly represented by a holistic approach.  

 

2.1.1. Body Concepts in Western Philosophy and Sociology 
 

Within sociological study the status of the body is a disputed issue and some writers 

claim that the field has traditionally taken a disembodied approach to the study of the body 

(Malacrida and Low, 2008). Important thinkers have looked at this subject under different 

aspects ranging from physical to medical questions, body-politics, embodiment, and personal 

identity. 

Although in ancient Rome and Greece the body was glorified by sculptors, painters, and potters 

who celebrated the beauty of naked human beings (Synnott, 1983), public discourses of the 

body already emphasized a separation of the mind from the body, as well as a higher valuing 

of the mind over the body (Malacrida and Low, 2008). Socrates (466-399 BC) described the 

soul as a ‘helpless prisoner, chained hand and foot in the body’(Plato, 1963 quoted in Synnott, 

1983:38). Plato (c. 427-348 BC) maintained this dualism, stating that ‘soul is utterly superior 

to the body…the body is no more than a shadow which keeps us company’ (Plato, 1963 quoted 

in Synnott, 1983:38). And, perhaps unsurprisingly, Aristotle (384-322 BC), a former student 

of Plato’s said: ‘we can dismiss as unnecessary the question whether the soul and body are one: 
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it is as though we were to ask whether the wax and its shape are one’ (Aristotle, 1984 quoted 

in Synnott, 1983:39).  

This division between soul and body was also made among early Christians, where the body 

was understood to be merely a temple or container for the soul. These dualistic bodies 

culminate in the Renaissance with René Descartes’ (1596-1650) concept of Cartesian Dualism, 

where the body is understood to be separate from the mind and emotions (Malacrida and Low, 

2008). Descartes is famous for his quote ‘I think, therefore I am’ and was a strong believer that 

mind and body are two things entirely distinct from each other. ‘I considered myself, firstly, as 

having face, hands, arms, and the whole machine made up of flesh and bones, such as it appears 

in a corpse and which I designated by the name of body’ (Synnott, 1992:41).  

Since the state had always exercised the right to take away life, to inflict pain, to remove parts 

of the body, to tattoo or brand the body, to quarantine individuals in times of plague; and both 

church and state had traditionally forbidden many physical activities (such as masturbation, 

self-mutilation, abortion, suicide,…), the body had never been entirely private or autonomous 

and there had always been surveillance and control over the body (Synnott, 1992:42). However, 

the strong adherence to body-mind dualism is sharply contrasted in the 20th century, which 

marks a turning point in the political anatomy of the body in Europe with thinkers, such as 

Freud and Sartre.  

Sigmund Freud showed in his Studies on Hysteria (1895) that psychological phenomena can 

be converted into physical phenomena. Thus, body and mind are one - a theory that seemed to 

call into question the traditional Cartesian concept (Synnott, 1992). In Being and Nothingness 

(1943), Sartre insisted that the body is the self, and that the self is the body: ‘I live my 

body…The body is what I immediately am…I am my body to the extent that I am’ (cited in 

Synnott, 1992:43). His perception goes against the notion that the body is similar to a “tomb” 

or a “temple” - for him body is a representation of the soul.  

Placed in a broader historical context, these events can be seen as the result of changes initiated 

in the 19th century when clothes and the presentation of body shifted from being signs of social 

place to become manifestations of personality (Sennett, 1974 cited in Shiling, 1993:11). In 

contemporary culture this has promoted the experience of both becoming the body, as in 

identifying oneself either negatively or positively with the ‘exterior’ of the body, and of being 

regularly anxious about the possibility that the body will let one down or ‘fall apart’ (Shiling, 

1993:11). We are continuously looking for ways to keep the body in a shape that is not just 
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pleasing ourselves but also the people around us because we have learned that people use 

appearance to place each other into categories (Sanders, 1989). A person’s physical appearance 

affects his or her self-definition, identity, and interaction with others (Cooley, 1964) and 

attractiveness has considerable impact on our social relationships. The fact that the attractive 

body has become a strong focus of our attention is historically seen not a natural consequence 

but more a sign of the declining importance of other forms of expression such as traditional 

clothing, rituals and other traditions (Fuchs, 2000). 

As mentioned, not all Western scholars agree with the mind-body dualism. Käll (2016) writes 

“the body is something that we are, much more than only something we have or own as a 

possession” (Käll, 2016:3). It is more than primarily an object of knowledge as Plato and 

Aristotle believed, but rather the necessary condition for experience, knowledge and different 

forms of objectification (de Beauvoir, 2010 cited in Käll, 2016:3). We have the body, and we 

are the body, for “treating one’s own body as an object to be worked on and perfected creates 

another sense of distance” (Käll, 2016:4).  

Michel Foucault contributed to the study of the body an “enhanced self-reflectiveness about 

the project of body study itself” (Frank, 1990:14). In his book Discipline and Punish: The Birth 

of the Prison (1995) he argued that in the realm of prisons power is implemented through the 

use of a disciplinary gaze; seeing and judging are vehicles of power, and the gaze is a ubiquitous 

mechanism of social control in modern societies (as cited in Malacrida and Low, 2008). 

Foucault argued that between the meticulous daily discipline of institutional routines and the 

constant possibility of surveillance, prisoners began to engage in their own preventative self-

policing. These forces of social relations working on the body, that he named ‘biopower’, 

would eventually produce the ultimate product of a ‘docile body’ that will comply with social 

regimes readily and willingly (Malacrida and Low, 2008:5). His model, however, can be 

extended beyond prison life to include students, soldiers, hospital patients, factory workers – 

practically to all citizens of modern societies. Foucault’s notion of governmentality thereby 

describes micro-power relations where bodies are controlled by the state through local 

institutions and authorities.  

Another sociologist that has become a foundational figure in defining a sociology of the body 

is Pierre Bourdieu, who developed a range of terms that are conceptually useful for the study 

of body (Shiling, 1993; Turner and Zheng, 2009). He was interested in the habitus as an 

ensemble of dispositions that shape and determine our taste for cultural objects and expanded 
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Marxs’ notion of economic capital to a model of four other kinds of capital, that can be 

manipulated to achieve economic capital: social capital (networks of friends, family, and 

mentors who can help us to transcend our class position); symbolic capital (our ability to 

manipulate symbols such as language or clothing to our advantage); cultural capital (cultural 

competencies such as gestures, dispositions, tastes, and abilities); and physical capital 

(originally conceived as a subsystem of cultural capital, meaning the uses of the body to convey 

one’s social position and display culturally valued physical attributes) (Shiling, 1993; Turner 

and Zheng, 2009). These four capitals can explain a person’s place in society, how they are 

perceived and perceive themselves within their environment. All four capitals are in direct 

relation to each other: for example, expanding my social capital (meeting new friends) might 

lead to changing my symbolic capital (attaining a tattoo) or vice versa.  

His concept of these different forms of body capitals might go in hands with a contemporary 

idea that the body is something we can transform, improve and work on – whether it be physical 

exercise, plastic surgery or other body modifications, such as tattoos that express individuality. 

We try to make our bodies “correspond to our inner sense of who we are and desires of who 

we want to be” (Käll, 2016:4). Our bodies stand in correlation with each other and desires are 

triggered by outside forces and experiences. Transforming our own bodies can have an impact 

on others and sharing it on today’s media outlets extends the massive pool of creative 

inspiration that each one of us can fish from.  

The “21st century body” is thus framed in both “personal responsibility and free choice as 

something we do in order to make the most of who we are and to achieve power, success, and 

happiness” (Käll, 2016:4). Taking this further, it seems as if the historical process of capitalism 

is infecting more and more spheres of our life, which is something that already Marx pointed 

out. Something that is new however, is that individuals are valuing their self-worth depending 

on a “current market value” (Fuchs, 2013:83), meaning that their self-worth is not only 

depending on their skills but also on their body as it seen by the others, also known as body 

image. Alas, the relation between having and being becomes: I am what I have.  

Although Western discourse emphasizes a dualistic approach, the concept of body as one is not 

foreign and there will most certainly not be signs of universal agreement in the near future. I 

have tried to lay out that western literature is dominated by the early thought that the body is 

merely a container that we’ve been given and that this idea is also influencing contemporary 

discourse as more and more people put emphasis on shaping, changing and enhancing their 
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outer appearance. Taiwanese society is in the midst of an individualization process, so the 

concept of shaping one’s body is becoming more represented in young Taiwanese attitudes. 

Traditional Taiwanese perception of body has been for long shaped by Confucian values, however, 

which still play a role today but slowly seem to be replaced with new concepts. 

 

2.1.2. Body Concepts in Eastern Philosophy  
 

Until this day, there’s been a strong ‘neo-Orientalist’ notion amongst Western 

philosophers and scientists when it comes to Chinese thought. The ‘Chinese’ thought, that is 

primarily represented by the thoughts of Confucianism and Daoism, which have strongly 

influenced East-Asian societies until today, is continuously portrayed as “radically different” 

from Western thought (Slingerland, 2013:6). This finds special argumentation in the aspect that 

early Chinese hold a ‘holistic’ position, that lacked any concept of mind-body dualism as we 

know it from the Cartesian concept mentioned in the chapter before. The notion that ‘Western’ 

thought is dualistic in nature and ‘Chinese’ thought can be contrasted as profoundly holistic is 

an “almost universally accepted truism” and can be traced back to the earliest reception of 

Chinese thought in Europe, where second-hand accounts of Confucian thought written by Jesuit 

priests caused thinkers such as Leibniz and Voltaire to see Chinese mind-body holism 

(Slingerland, 2013:6).  

Strong views on this holism are also common in contemporary Chinese scholarship. Zhang 

Zailin, for instance, observes that there is no dichotomy of mind and physical body in early 

Chinese thought (Zhang, 2008). Slingerland (2013), however, believes that Chinese thought is, 

in fact, characterized by an at least “weak” mind-body dualism that is particularly found in 

texts about death and the human spirit freeing itself from the physical body (Slingerland:8-14).  

The myth that early Chinese focus on a mind-body holism is primarily due to the character xin 

心, usually translated as ‘heart’, ‘heart-mind’ or ‘mind’ (Slingerland, 2013:8). Xin “can refer 

to the physical organ itself, or, more abstractly, to a locus of both the sort of higher cognition 

typically associated with mind in Western cultures and emotions or feelings, which tend to be 

associated more with body” (Slingerland, 2013:15). Xin is in fact the only organ to be singled 

out and contrasted with the body as a whole. The qualitative “otherness” of the xin typically 

passes unnoticed in literature, precisely because of the shared innate dualism (Slingerland, 

2013:16). The xin’s authority to rule is not at random: it is the ruler of the self because it 
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possesses special, qualitative unique powers and alone the xin is able to think, reflect, and make 

free decisions (Slingerland, 2013).  

One influential thinker of comparative studies of East-West philosophy is Yuasa Yasuo, who 

argues that in the East-Asian concept of the body based on the classical Chinese medicine, 

there is a ‘mind-body synthesis’ in contrast to the ‘mind-body dualism’ of the West (Brownwell, 

2009:32). Yuasa describes a ‘third term’, the qi 氣 ‘vital energy’, that mediates between the 

psychological and physiological, or mind (心 xin) and body (形 xing/身 shen), that is like an 

‘all-purpose essence’ (Yuasa, 1993:137). It is hard to find a Western equivalent of this term, 

that describes a kind of energy or force that flows freely in and gives life to a person. Qi is 

responsible for the operation of the senses; it is supposed to make speech in the mouth and 

sight in the eyes, it can grow “when the mouth takes in tastes and the ear takes in sounds” (Shun 

and Wong, 2004:185). Qi is linked to the emotions and balances a person’s physical and 

psychological well-being. 

 
Yang Ru Bin 楊儒賓 (1996) notes in his Ruijiade shentiguan 儒家身體觀 (‘The Confucian 

Concept of the Body’) that Confucian thought constructs the body as a three parted division 

into form (xing), qi, and spirit/mind (shen/xin). He also notes that Confucian thought assumed 

an integral connection between the body and society, body and nature, body and mind, interior 

and exterior, and that there was continuous motion between the poles (Yang, 1996, quoted in 

Brownwell, 2009:32). So unlike the static dualistic approach that separates mind and body, 

here we understand that everything is connected and all earthy things are in direct correlation 

with each other. Our body form is conjoined with our mind and constitutes the manifestation 

of our inner vigour that runs through our veins – it is a whole cosmos in itself that interacts 

with its outer world.  

As we can see, Chinese literati have taken quite a different approach to the body, which is also 

reflected in the language. Chinese has several words that may be translated into English as 

‘body’: the three most common characters, some that have been mentioned above already, are 

shen 身, ti 體 and xing 形.  

Sun Lung-kee 孫隆基 notes that in thinking about themselves and their relationships with other 

people, Chinese people use the word shen rather than concepts like ‘personality’ or ‘individual’ 

(Sun, 1983, quoted in Brownwell). Mark Elvin translates shen as ‘body-person’ as it implies a 

lived body, a life history (Elvin, 1989 quoted in Brownwell, 2009:35). It is the shen body that 
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is self-aware, capable of inner reflection and cultivation and is the socially constructed self that 

is marked by signs of status (Sommer, 2010). The shen is the site where personal values and 

moral autonomy are constructed (Sommer, 2010). “To reflect on my shen three times a day”  

is to reflect on the person with regard to its intentions and actual behaviours (Zengzi, Analects 

cited in Cheng, 2004:130). 

Xing, which literally means ‘shape’, is mostly referred to the body’s outline rather than to its 

physical identity. It may thus be considered as “the only term for the body that has nothing to 

do with the person seen whole” (Sivin, 1995:14). Having xing prevents one from being 

formless in the cosmos, but having a shen body places one in more specific relationships with 

other human shen bodies (Sommer, 2010).  

Ti is the character that is used in the words for ‘physique’ (tizhi 體制, xingti 形體, tixing 體形, 

tipo 體魄) and is also referred to the different parts of the body, such as the four limbs and the 

senses (Shun and Wong, 2004:184). Its primary sense is that of an individual unit or a closed 

system. However, the inanimate body is also the vessel for lived experience, indicated by the 

phrases tihui 體會, ‘to know from experience’, and tiyan 體驗 ‘to learn through personal 

experience’ (Brownwell, 2009:35). Ti bodies differ from xing forms as ti bodies are understood 

in terms of the relationship between whole and part; xing are more commonly understood in 

terms of the relationships between inner and outer, subtle and manifest, or depth and surface 

(Sommer, 2010). Ti bodies are “wholeness that can be dividied from within”, whereas xing 

forms are “templates that can be shaped from without” (Sommer, 2010:301). A ti can be one 

person, one family, and one body politic of an entire state. In the broadest sense, ti is a 

“wholeness that can encompass life and death and heaven and earth, and it is a corpus of such 

scale that can incorporate all under heaven” (Sommer, 2010:324). 

In Zhongguo wenhuade shenceng jiegou 中國文化的深層結構 (‘The Deep Structure of 

Chinese Culture’), Sun Lung-kee (1983) argues that Chinese people grow up in a condition of 

dependence within a network of social obligations, especially among them being the 

hierarchical family. The older generation is overly concerned for the physical well-being of the 

younger generation (Sun, 1983 quoted in Brownwell, 2009). In Confucianism the body is 

something that one has been given by the parents. In the Classics of Filial Piety it says: 身體

髮膚，受之父母，不敢毀傷，孝之始也. (“Since we receive our bodies, flesh, hair, and 

bones from our parents, allowing no harm to come to our persons is the beginning of filial 
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piety”) (Yun, 1977:59). This means that our bodies are not our own, as they have been passed 

on to us from our parents and it is our responsibility to preserve this body and keep it free from 

harm, so that it can be passed on as a healthy body to one’s descendants. This notion goes in 

hands with the Annals of Master Lü who states that parents and children are actually one body 

in two parts, or yi ti liang fen 一體兩分: 

“[The relationship between] father and mother and their child, and between the child 

and it’s father and mother, is that of one body in two parts, of a common qi in two 

breaths. They are like grasses and plants from the same flowers and fruit, like trees from 

the same rootstock (lit., “root mind,” gen xin 根心). They may be in different places, 

but they communicate with one another; they may have unseen intentions, but they are 

known to one another; one may be sick or in pain, and the other will try to help them; 

one may be worried or anxious, and the other will sense it; when one is alive and 

flourishing, the other is happy; when one dies, the other is sad. Such is what it means 

to have the close intimacy of bone and flesh” (Knoblock and Riegel, 2001 cited in 

Sommer, 2010:310). 

As we will see in the later part of the research, this notion of the body being something that we 

have been given and that should be respected and not be harmed is still very persistent in 

Taiwanese society. In Western societies the idea that the body is something that belongs to 

oneself and can be freely “designed” as one pleases is more dominantly represented but can be 

increasingly heard from Taiwanese voices, as well.  

Having explored Eastern and Western body concepts in general, I would now like to continue 

the discussion on the main topic of my research, which is how and why bodies are being 

modified, purposefully changed without and within. In what way these two discussed concepts 

play a role in Taiwanese contemporary society, will be explored in the results section. 

 

2.2. Tattoo as Body Art and Body Modification 

 

The body is the physical link between ourselves, our souls, and the outside world. 

Victoria Ebin 

An individual’s appearance is undoubtedly one of the first and most salient characteristics 

noticed when we as people encounter each other. Physical appearance is associated with one’s 
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self-concept and identity and has impact on our social interactions with others (Kent, 2012). 

Thus, the aesthetics of our body are fundamental in our attempt of creating a sense of identity 

and deriving meaning from our social environment.  

A defining characteristic of the cultural experience of the human body in recent historical 

period in the West, is the ubiquitous idea of its mutability: that the “body, rather than being 

destiny, is ours to write, rewrite, and perform” (Cole and Haebich, 2010:147). This is an 

important feature of both late twentieth century popular culture and recent feminist theoretical 

work. Since the early 1990s, feminist theories of the body have noted that the ‘biological’ body 

can no longer be perceived as a closed, monolithic, objective entity but can be understood as 

shifting from a complete ‘object’ to an unfinished, ‘becoming’ agent (Haraway, 1991). This 

notion reflects earlier mentioned dualistic thought. In everyday life, this can be seen in 

widespread gym and fitness culture, in plastic surgery, in the emergence of a ‘queer’ identity; 

and in the late twentieth-century upswing of tattooing (Cole and Haebich, 2010:147). 

Every culture’s ideas about the body reflect and sustain ideas about the broader social and 

cultural universe in which these bodies are located (Benson, 2000). There are many different 

ways in which bodies are understood, used and experienced culturally and the same is true for 

the array of cross-cultural techniques that exist to mark and reshape the body (Cole and Haebich, 

2010). The reworking of the body creates rich surfaces and depths that carry social and cultural 

signification (Cole and Haebach, 2010), which shall be explored further in the following. 

 

2.2.1. A Brief History of the Earliest Practices of Tattoos 
 

Tattooing is the “practice of inscribing the skin with permanent designs and patterns” 

or the “insertion of indelible pigment” (Deter-Wolf, 2016:19; Kent, 2012:388). Tattoos have a 

long history in the human existence and first evidence of humans bruising and marking 

themselves with colour can be traced back to as early as the Tyrolean Iceman Ötzi who lived 

around 3,000 BC (Deter-Wolf, 2016). Even more ancient evidence was found in carved figures 

from European sites that date back 6,000 years BC and Egyptian figurines from 4,000 BC that 

show facial and body markings thought to represent tattoos (Sanders, 1989). Tattoos have 

played a significant role in human’s sense of belonging, creation of meaning and negotiation 

of relationships between individuals and their society, nature, and the spiritual realm. 
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Indigenous cultures from every continent except Antarctica included tattooing as an essential 

element of their cultural fabric (Deter-Wolf, 2016).  

As early as 2,000 BC tattooing spread from the Mideast to the Pacific Islands by way of India, 

China, and Japan. Theories of how this diffusion took place, vary. It is most probable that the 

practice was carried by the Ainu, a nomadic Caucasian group that now inhabits the northern 

island of Japan (Sanders, 1989). By 1,000 BC tattooing was a well-established decorative form 

practiced all around the globe and typically had religious or magical purposes, often providing 

a means of identification or protection in the afterlife; helping charm members of the opposite 

sex, protecting one from accident, preserving youth or bringing good health (Sanders, 1989).  

To name one specific example, one of the most sophisticated, decorative, and rank-symbolizing 

tattooing in tribal societies was and, to a limited degree, still is, practiced by the Maoris of New 

Zealand (Sanders, 1989). Maori men and women received tattoo designs in different degrees, 

for example women had moko markings on the lip and chin area, while men carried extensive 

facial and body tattoos consisting of individual geometric patterns and ornamental designs 

(Simmons, 1986). Moko designs were inscribed in an extremely painful process with a serrated 

bone or shells that were dipped in pigment made from oily smoke of burning nut kernels. This 

process was surrounded by extensive ritual and usually lasted for several days, and the recipient 

was allowed limited social contact and forbidden to touch food. Typically, one side of a man’s 

face was decorated when he was young and completed years later. In Maori tribes, the more 

tattoos you had, the higher was your status to be considered. Enemies’ heads that were 

decorated with tattoos were kept as proud victories, whilst non-tattooed ones were discarded 

(Paine, 1979). I come back to another example of Taiwanese indigenous tattooing in the section 

of Eastern tattoo history. 

 

2.2.2. The History of Western Tattooing 
 

One of the ancient tribal groups that practiced extensive tattooing were the Picts 

inhabiting the British Isles. They were named for the iron implements they used for creating 

tattoo designs; the term ‘Briton’ (a person from Britain) is derived from a Breton word meaning 

“painted in various colours” (Paine, 1979:19). Heavy decorations with animal designs were 

intended to enhance their fearsome appearance and Caesar the Great noted how they were 

“frightful to look upon in battle” (Oettermann, 1985:11). This contact with invading Roman 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI: 10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMICS.004.2018.F05

 

16 
 

legions led to the adoption of tattooing by the occupying Roman soldiers. The practice became 

popular and spread within the military until the third century when it was banned by the 

Christian Emperor Constantine, who believed it violated God’s handiwork (Sanders, 1989).  

The practice of tattooing was revived centuries later by the Anglo-Saxons, who tattooed 

pledges of devotion to religion or loved ones. But from the eight to the tenth century, western 

tattooing was again banned by the Church because it disfigured the body created in God’s 

image (Sanders, 1989). Tattooing became a frequent practice again for crusaders, who marked 

themselves with the crucifix or other religious images to ensure a Christian burial should they 

die in a foreign land. Until the eighteenth century this form of religious tattooing was the only 

significant practice responsible for retaining tattooing within western culture (Sanders, 1989). 

According to Sanders (2006), the modern history of Western / European tattooing begins with 

Captain James Cook and his encounters with tribal tattooing in the South Pacific. In July of 

1769 he noted in the ship’s journal:  

“Men and women [of Tahiti] paint their bodies. In their language, this is known as ta-

tu. They inject a black colour under their skin, leaving permanent trace… Some have 

ill-designed figures of men, birds or dogs; the women generally have the figure Z simply 

on every joint of their fingers or toes…These arches seem to be their great pride as both 

men and women show them with great pleasure.” (Thevoz, 1984:39-40 quoted in 

Sanders, 2006:14) 

Cook introduced the Tahitian word ta-tu (meaning “to strike” or “to mark”), which soon 

replaced the term “pricking” that was used for the practice of tattooing until this point. Officers 

and sailors of the Endeavor received tattoos from Tahitian artisans to commemorate their 

adventures and soon the heavily tattooed Tahitian prince named Omai was brought back from 

the journey and exhibited as an object of great curiosity to members of the British upper class 

(Sanders, 1989:15). He was the first of a series of tattooed people that were displayed in 

Western aristocratic circles at the end of the eighteenth century. Jean Baptist Cabri, a French 

sailor, was the first tattooed European to be publicly displayed in 1795 and by 1850 he and 

other heavily tattooed Europeans made a living by becoming the object of great public interest 

(Sanders, 1989). By the late nineteenth century a lively tattoo fad was initiated by their often 

fanciful stories that got printed in the popular media, however, most of the tattooees still 

remained to be sailors, craftsmen, the military, and members of the aristocracy, such as Czar 

Nicholas II of Russia, King George of Greece, King Oscar of Sweden, and Kaiser Wilhelm of 
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Germany (Sanders, 1989). These tattoos were often collected during travels in the orient and 

popular designs were South Sea and nautical images, identification marks, religious tattoos, 

marks of political allegiance, and love vows (Sanders, 1989).  

This “tattoo rage” soon made its way across the Atlantic to the rich and powerful in America, 

where the first professional tattoo artists started their practice and tattooed especially soldiers 

and sailors (Sanders, 1989:16). One of them was Samuel F. O’Reilly, who played a major role 

in the development of the electric tattoo machine and received the first patent for an 

electromagnetic tattoo machine in 1891 (Sanders, 1989). Through this technological innovation 

tattooing became less painful and increased the rate at which tattooing became diffused in 

society. In 1904, Charlie Wagner was awarded  a patent that significantly improved tattoo 

machines with two electromagnetic coils set transversely to the tube and needle, which until 

today changed little in the basic tattoo equipment (Sanders, 1989).  

However, tattooing began to lose favour among the American elite in the early twentieth 

century and increasingly came to be seen as vulgar and connected with disreputable urban areas 

(Sanders, 1989). Ward McAllister, who was a prominent member of the New York elite stated 

to the press that tattooing was “certainly the most vulgar and barbarous habit the eccentric mind 

of fashion ever invented” (cited in Parry, 1971:102). By the 1920s, tattooing continuously fell 

into disrepute in the United States through the elite’s expressed distaste, the media that covered 

stories about venereal diseases contracted in unhygienic tattoo establishments, and the 

increased popularity of tattooing within socially marginal subcultures (Sanders, 1989). 

Additionally, tattooing was seen as a deviant practice because men and women with tattoos 

were commonly exhibited as curiosities in circuses and sideshows, such as in so called “freak 

shows”, where tattooed dwarfs, wrestlers, tattooed ladies, and entire tattooed families were 

displayed (Parry, 1971:58-78).  

 

2.2.3. The History of Tattoos in East Asian Culture 
 

Until today, Japan is known for its most beautiful tattooing art which is practiced with 

great skill. There, the practice of tattooing revived especially in the thirteenth century largely 

as a means of marking criminals and other social undesirables with symbols indicating the 

nature and geographic location of their crime (Sanders, 1989). By the early seventeenth century 

irebokuro (from “ire” meaning “to inject” and “bokuro” meaning “beauty spot”) enjoyed a 
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wide popularity in Japan, which was a common practice for people to have a loved one’s name 

or a vow to Buddha inscribed on their skin (Sanders, 1989:12). This decorative practice 

eventually died out due to government suppression. Tattooing revived again a century later 

during the Edo Period when one of the four greatest Chinese novels Shui Hu Zhuan 水滸傳 

(‘Water Margin’), which tells the story of 108 outlaws, became immensely popular among 

Japanese from all social strata. Popular outlaw characters in the novel, such as Shi Jin 史進, 

known as “the nine-dragon man” 九紋龍 , who bore extensive full-body tattoos, inspired 

Japanese artists to imprint heroic figures, gods, mythical creatures, and other traditional and 

popular images on skin (Reed, 2000:370).  

These so called irezumi designs were practiced until the mid-nineteenth century until it was 

once again forbidden by the Emperor, who saw it as an immoral practice and as a sign of 

barbarism. However, Western visitors were fascinated by Japanese tattooing skills and 

European and American sailors, merchants, and dignitaries let their bodies be engraved by the 

now called hori artists (meaning “to engrave”) (Sanders, 1989: 12). Due to the prohibition, 

irezumi became an underground and disvalued body art among the Japanese and was adopted 

by labourers, artisans, criminals, entertainers, and, especially, fire fighters (Sanders, 1989: 12). 

Today, the practice continues to be favoured by many members of the yakuza, the organized 

criminal underworld (Richie, 1973 cited in Sanders, 1989:13). It is in Japan that non-Western 

tattooing developed to its most complex, colourful and artistic (Sanders, 1989). Even though it 

fell into official disfavour, the art of Japanese hori is still practiced and continues to flourish. 

Japanese tattooing is a significant modern phenomenon and has had a major impact on the rest 

of East Asian tattoo culture and contemporary Western body art.  

In Taiwan, tattoos are a big part of aboriginal culture, that until the last century had been 

practiced more widely but is now beginning to extinct. In fact, Taiwan is believed to be the 

homeland of all Austronesian peoples, which include indigenous people from the Philippines, 

Indonesia and Polynesia, that all have strong tattoo tradition (Blust, 1995). These indigenous 

tattoo traditions have, depending on the culture and time period, “functioned to signal entry 

into adulthood, reflect social status, document martial achievement, demonstrate lineage and 

group affiliation, and to channel and direct preternatural forces” (Deter-Wolf et al., 2016:19). 

Taiwan’s head hunters are a popular example of how indigenous people practiced tattooing: 

men would go out to hunt for human heads and with a successful hunt would attain a special 

tattoo on their own heads. Parallel to this development of aboriginal tattoo culture having 
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almost vanished, the counter development of especially the younger Taiwanese generation 

raising an interest in tattoo fashion has become evident.  

Taiwanese society consists of 95% Han-Chinese, with most of them having come to Taiwan in 

the immigration wave from Mainland China in the 17th to 19th century and between 1945 and 

1949 (Yang, 2017) which is why until today Chinese culture has had a strong impact on 

Taiwanese society. Tattoos have been part of Chinese and Taiwanese culture for a long time. 

Back in the day, with the exception of Aboriginal tattoos, they have been mostly used for 

marking criminals or for identification practices within underground gangster circles. They 

were, just as in Western culture, highly stigmatized and cause for social ostracism, however 

there is evidence that even in early China people have been getting tattoos for purely voluntary 

and decorative practices (Reed, 2000). Tattoo is represented in several types of early Chinese 

texts, including early prose works such as the Shangshu 尚書, historical works such as the Shiji 

史記 and later dynastic histories, dynastic penal codes, Zhiguai 志怪 and Biji 筆記 works and 

miscellanies (Reed, 2000). One important source is the Youyang zazu 酉陽雜俎 a book by 

Duan Chengshi 段成式 (c.800 – 863) who describes tattoo practices in early China from an 

aesthetic point of view and which I will come back to later.  

 

The most frequently mentioned types of tattoo in early Chinese sources are “tattoo as one 

defining characteristic of a people different from the majority population, tattoo as punishment, 

tattoo of slaves, tattoo as facial adornment, tattoo in the military, and figurative and textual 

tattoo” (Reed, 2000:360). However, the terminology used for “tattoo” varies in Chinese and 

there is no great consistency; it is not the case that tattoo as punishment is always called by one 

name and tattoo as decoration by another (Reed, 2000:361). Some of the terms encountered in 

early texts are qing 黥 (to brand, tattoo), mo 墨 (to ink), ci qing 刺青 (to pierce and [and make] 

green), wen shen 紋身 (to pattern the body), diao qing 雕青 (to carve and [make] green), ju 

yan 沮顏 (to injure the countenance), wen mian 文面 (to pattern the face), li mian 剺面 (to cut 

the face), hua mian 畫面 (to mark the face), lou shen 鏤身 (to engrave the body), xiu mian 繍

面 (to embroider [or ornament] the face), ke nie 刻涅 (to cut [and] blacken), nie zi 涅字 (to 

blacken characters), and ci zi 刺字  (to pierce characters). In general, if the tattooing of 

characters (字) appears in the term, it refers to punishment, but this is not true in every case. If 

a term literally means “to ornament” or “decorate”, it also does not necessarily mean that the 

tattoo was done voluntarily or for decorative purposes (Reed, 2000:361).  
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All these types of tattoos are usually described as “opprobrious”, meaning that those who have 

them are “stigmatized, impure, deviant and uncivilized” people (Reed, 2000:361). This strong 

belief was on one hand due to the belief that people with body markings were barbaric, but also 

because a filial person was meant to maintain their body as it was given to him by his parents. 

There can be found many records in Chinese literature that separate these people from the 

majority and underline an impression of “otherness” of those people. A wide-spread acceptance 

of tattoos thus does not ever seem to have existed in Chinese “mainstream” society (Reed, 

2000:361).  

 

Tattoos as a descriptive feature of non-Han “Barbarian” tribes, as well as tattoo as a punishment 

for crimes seem to be the two most recorded descriptions in tattoo history in China. Most of 

the records refer to Man or Yi barbarians, broad terms that refer to various tribe located south 

of the Yangzi river (Reed, 2000:361). Comments made by Chinese literati about these people 

are marked by a disinterested curiosity, and sometimes straightforward records of the important 

details that separated these people from the majority, the “civilized” people (Reed, 2000). 

Wang Bao 王褒 (1st century BC) for example writes that there are people, who cut their hair, 

tattoo their heads, and go about with naked, tattooed bodies – highlighting the separateness of 

the people who practice tattoo (Reed, 2000).  

 

Tattooing was considered a “highly effective means of punishment” in China for most of 

recorded history (Reed, 2000:364). This effectiveness came from the shame that a tattooed 

criminal felt upon re-entering society as he was forever marked as being one. From early times 

until recently, there has been strong stigma attached to failing to preserve the wholeness of 

one’s physical body as he or she is seen to have failed in one of the most important filial duties 

and thus has brought shame to the family, past, present, and future (Reed, 2000). 

 

An exception of this general negative judgement lies in the above mentioned collection of 

informal narratives of Duan Chengshi, who was a collector of curious information. He observed 

and recorded in a way that shows his fascination, wonder and appreciation for tattoos in early 

China. In his 279th entry he writes: 

 

“In the shopping streets of the capital (Chang’an) most of the young toughs are shaved 

bald and have their skin tattooed with the shapes of all kinds of things. They presume 
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on their position in the various armies to beat others and steal by force…There was a 

man called Wang Linu, who had hired a tattoo artist for five thousand cash. On his chest 

and belly appeared mountains, pavilions, parks, ponds, and kiosks, grass and trees, and 

birds and animals. There was nothing that wasn’t included. The tattoo was so fine that 

it was if it had been painted on with repeated fine washes of colour… There was also 

the bandit Zhao Wujian who was marked with one hundred and sixty overlapping 

impressions of wheeling magpies and other birds. On his left and right arms he had 

tattooed the poem:   

 

Wild ducks resting overnight on a sandbank, 

 Attacked by falcons morning after morning. 

 Suddenly in alarm they fly into the water, 

 Their lives spared until this morning.” (cited in Reed, 2000:372) 

 

Theoretically, tattoo was abolished along with other mutilating punishments during the Han 

dynasty in 167 BC by Emperor Wen 文帝 but it was seemingly continued as a form of 

punishment nonetheless (Reed, 2000). There are many references of it to have been reinstated 

as a legal form of punishment in the Song, Yuan, and Qing dynasties (Reed, 2000). Tattoo as 

punishment was often combined with exile, ensuring that the outlawed would be removed as 

far as possible from law-abiding and civilized people (Reed, 2000). One of the “punishment 

treatise” was the Song Shi 宋史 which listed two hundred crimes that should be punished by 

tattoo and banishment (Reed, 2000).  

 

Another form of tattooing in ancient China was the marking of slaves and concubines, as well 

the tattoo as a cosmetic. Slaves, who had attempted escape, were branded on the forehead 

identifying the ownership and there are accounts of concubines being marked because of 

jealousy (Reed, 2000). In the Wei Zhi 魏志, Pei Songzhi 裴松之 notes in a passage of Yuan 

Shao’s 袁紹 biography that his wife had all five of his concubines killed after Yuan died. She 

believed, as many people in East Asia still do today, that the dead have consciousness and thus 

had the concubine’s hair cut off and their faces branded, to destroy their appearance in the 

afterlife, and to cause Yuan not to wish to see them (Reed, 2000). Tattoo as a makeup fashion 

is described in Duan’s 292nd entry:  
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“In makeup fashions of today, high value is placed on the facial ‘mole’. For example, 

there is the mole of a crescent-moon shape, which is called a ‘yellow star mole’. The 

fame of the so-called ‘mole inlay’ derives no doubt from Lady Deng, wife of Sun He 

of the state of Wu. Sun He favoured her. Sun He was once dancing drunkenly and with 

abandon, when he accidentally cut Lady Deng’s cheek, drawing blood. Deng was 

delicate and weak, and became more and more miserable, so Sun He called the palace 

physician to mix some medicine. The physician said that he should be able to get rid of 

the mark if he could procure some bone marrow of white otter and mix it with powders 

of jade and amber. Sun He had to spend one hundred gold pieces to buy the white otter 

before they were able to mix the ointment. They added too much amber, however, so 

the ointment was inferior and the scar didn’t disappear. On Lady Deng’s left cheek there 

was now a red spot that resembled a mole. When people saw it they found her even 

more imbued with fascinating charm. Those of Sun He’s consorts who wished to gain 

his favour all marked dots on their cheeks with cinnabar. Only then would they gain his 

attention.” (cited in Reed, 2000:368) 

 

Tattoo was also used by soldiers in some armies as means to demonstrate devotion. They 

usually showed a brief oath of several words that would be tattooed on the arms, back or chest. 

The purpose was likely to “instil a sense of strength and valour” (Reed, 2000:369). The armies 

of Shu tattooed themselves with the shapes of axes for courage but one of the most best-known 

examples is the famous Song general Yue Fei 岳飛 (1103-41), who’s back bore the oath 

“Jinzhong baoguo” 精忠報國 (“serve the nation with absolute loyalty”) (Reed, 2000:369). This 

information can be found in several Chinese literary works, one of them being the Chuanqi 

drama “Rushi guan” 如是觀, where Yue Fei’s mother is crying while she pierces her son’s 

skin with a needle and ink (Reed, 2000). A man bearing this type of tattoo is, at least in the 

popular imagination, considered to be heroic and Yue Fei’s tattoo depicts a case where there’s 

no negative connotation carried (Reed, 2000). Probably, tattoo was of all Chinese social groups 

most acceptable among members of the armies; perhaps sometimes the decorative tattoo was 

employed to cover or hide other types of tattoos (Reed, 2000).  

 

As prevalent as modern Chinese, as well as Taiwanese tattoo practices may be, they 

unfortunately cannot be said to be a direct descendant of ancient Chinese practices (Reed, 2000). 

Tattoo as punishment, as facial cosmetic, as mark of bravery, and as personal body decoration 
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are among the uses that China’s tradition shares with some of other global cultures (Reed, 

2000). The question of why people marked themselves permanently for figurative reasons in a 

society in which tattoos were highly stigmatized and cause for ostracism is still asked today 

(Reed, 2000). How the revival of tattoos, something so looked down upon in the past, came 

about will be central in the following section.  

 

2.2.4. Tattoo Renaissance in Society and Research 
 

In the past two decades tattooing has regained popularity not only in Europe and 

America but also in the Pacific, which as mentioned above is seen as the cradle of tattooing. It 

has consequently become very much part of contemporary mainstream society in the past 10 

to 15 years and recent estimates indicate that between 10% and 25% of the Western population 

are now tattooed (Kent, 2012). This so called ‘tattoo renaissance’ that is reflected through the 

increasing rates of acquisition of tattoos among all social sectors, raises related questions about 

embodiment and is understood as part of late-modern or postmodern identity projects or “body 

projects”, in which individuals reflexively construct their biographies and identities (Cole and 

Haebich, 2010:160). 

Certainly, concepts of body, some of which I have explained in the beginning, are being 

challenged by recent work on tattooing. Foucault’s implicitly passive or docile body, for 

example, is encountered by the perception that the tattooed body is “a lived body, an agent that 

is active in its own self-transformation and the transformation of the social spaces it inhabits 

and produces” (Cole and Haebich, 2010:160). Also, the concept of body in Confucianism, the 

body as a “natural” entity, is challenged as the body is seen as a “site of performativity” (Cole 

and Haebich, 2010:160), that is increasingly common part of popular culture not only in the 

West but also the East.  

As many people now choose body art to manage their appearance and contribute to their sense 

of self, there surely seems to be a greater social acceptance of tattooing. Consequently, the 

dominant focus of scientific research, which prior to the late 1990s was mainly on the 

connection between body art and deviant personality, now has turned to a broader investigation 

of character traits of tattooees (Kent, 2012). Recent investigations by Tiggemann and Golder 

(2006) show that tattooees have a higher ‘need for uniqueness’ regarding appearance than non-

tattooed individuals. Although the need for uniqueness is more important for tattooees, there 
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does not seem to be a difference between tattooed and non-tattooed individuals’ body 

satisfaction or appearance investment (Tiggemann and Golder 2006). The need for uniqueness 

and distinctive appearance investment are important motivators for becoming tattooed, 

according to Kent (2012), that can enhance positive self-esteem.  

Wohlrab et al. (2007) established an extensive body of literature on the motivations for 

obtaining body art in which they outline ten overarching motivational categories. The two most 

commonly cited reasons for becoming pierced or tattooed were self-identity and self-

beautification. The visual expression of an individual’s self-identification allows the wearer to 

articulate an “aesthetic uniqueness to self and others” (Kent, 2012:390). Furthermore, tattooees 

often view their body art as a way of aesthetically improving their physical appearance; this 

“beautification”, however, may be unique to the wearer and perceived differently by others. 

Negative stereotypes towards tattoos still exist and influence or negate some of the pleasures 

that derive from the acquisition of body art.  

Gender does play a significant role in body art research as male and female bodies are viewed 

and valued differently. Tattoos have historically been associated with males and masculinity, 

however, nowadays gender boundaries are being crossed and women represent approximately 

half of the tattoo artists’ clientele (Kent, 2012). The modified female body is said to have 

profoundly gendered meaning and represents sexuality and exhibitionism whereas the tattooed 

male body signals strength and power (Kent, 2012). Also, males tend to place their tattoo(s) on 

more visible areas of the body with a majority choosing arms, the back, and upper and lower 

legs. Females, in contrast, generally place their tattoo(s) on parts of the body that are less 

visually salient: the breasts, shoulder blade, lower back, hip, and ankle (Kent, 2012).  

Les Back (2008) in her Inscriptions of Love, however, argues that the tattoo renaissance of 

recent decades has changed this situation to some degree, as more and more women have begun 

to wear tattoos and the stigma associated with them has lessened (Back, 2008 quoted in Cole 

and Haebich, 2010:162). As recent research shows, it is not simply the case that the stigma 

attached to tattoos on women has lessened in Western culture – it depends on several factors, 

such as the tattoo design itself, the quality of the work, the tattoo artist, and whose body it is 

on. Following from this, recent studies of body-modification practices suggest that, far from 

“becoming ironic postmodern statements – little more than aesthetic enhancement – tattoos still 

hold important and diverse meanings” (Cole and Haebich, 2010:162). They can contribute to a 

sense of self, to building communities and social bonds, as well as help process life experiences.  
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Victoria Pitts’ study (2003) considers in particular the discourses for women involved in body-

modification practices, arguing that such practices give “expression to the tensions and fissures 

of gender and sexuality” (Pitts, 2003). Her analysis, which includes but is not limited to 

tattooing, suggests that many women located on the “U.S. cultural margins” used body 

modifications as part of an “agency discourse of reclaiming the body” (Pitts, 2003). Body 

modification practices are treated as forms of self-intervention and self-control over bodies that 

are normally taken as being inscribed by powers and forces over which the modifiers may 

otherwise feel they have little control. She argues that such practices are the effects of cultural 

politics enacted through the body and are forms of signifying practice that enact gestures of 

social bonding, community building, personal healing, and cultural dissent (Cole and Haebich, 

2010). 

Tattooing has clearly infiltrated mainstream society and motivations of getting tattooed have 

somewhat changed. As mentioned, earlier research has put a strong emphasis on the negative 

social perceptions, the deviant character of tattooees and subculture connotation. Taking into 

consideration possible confounding effects associated with sampling methods of earlier studies 

and the more recent realization in research that body modifications are closely associated with 

the desire for social inclusion, rather than social exclusion, it is time to explore this field of 

study further.  

 

2.2.5. Binary Relation Between West and East Tattoo Culture  
 

Western and Eastern tattoo cultures certainly have had very different developments but 

nonetheless share a few similarities in the way they have been banned by rulers and 

governments, stigmatized and connected with crime and deviance and seen as destruction of 

the body by the Church and important philosophers. Still today, in Western [and Eastern] 

societies purposive body alteration has been, and continues to be, viewed as a mechanism for 

demonstrating one’s disaffection from the mainstream (see Sanders, 1989) and has been 

associated with those who were labelled as “wild” (Walzer and Sanjuro, 2016:2). The social 

world surrounding contemporary tattooing has been stigmatized but is seeing a change that is 

also driven by the commercialization of tattooing.  

The connection to deviance lends a special power to the tattoo that is also an effective way to 

separate “us” from “them” (Sanders, 1989:3). Just as clothing and fashion can be used to 
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construct one’s appearance and symbolically display gender, social status, role, life-style, 

personal interests, and other identity features (see Blumer, 1969), tattooing is another way that 

people continue to proclaim group membership and to signal voluntary exclusion from certain 

social categories (Sanders, 1989). That this perception is still very true in certain societies 

became clear again just recently, when the People’s Republic of China announced a nationwide 

censorship of tattooed people from TV shows beginning of 2018 (Feng, 2018). 

As mentioned earlier, tattoos in Confucian society, as well as in Western society, have for long 

been stigmatized and connected with specific groups: criminals, gangsters, bikers, convicts, 

sailors, legionnaires, and so on. They have been “linked to a minority” but in recent decades 

have overcome religious and social prohibitions that had virtually eradicated the tattoo culture 

in the Western hemisphere (Walzer and Sanjurjo, 2016:70). Globalization and the birth of the 

internet have created a mediatised universe in which the practices of the tattoo have become 

popularized and normalized not only in Europe and the USA but for what it seems, and what 

this research wants to contribute in finding out, also on the Asian continent. Tattoo artists, 

tattoo parlours and celebrities make use of social media to share their tattoo designs and body 

art with people all around the world. Young people, no matter if it’s in the West or the East, 

seek inspiration and share their own tattoos and together they create a completely new 

fascination of this form of body art that distinguishes itself quite noticeable from previous 

tattoo practices.  

Another movement in both Eastern and Western tattoo culture is the growing number of tattoo 

producers attempting to “have their product accepted as art” (Sanders, 1989:3). DeMello’s 

Bodies of Inscription, based on ethnographic research at the increasingly widespread tattoo 

conventions in North America, argues that tattooing has become increasingly accepted and 

respected and has, in fact, achieved the status of an art form (DeMello, 2000). The challenge, 

which the tattoo artists needs to bridge in this attempt, is to overcome the widespread public 

distaste of tattoos. But here we find that the appreciation of tattoo as art is gaining wider 

acceptance and is also supported by the fact that people share their tattoo designs online and 

on tattoo conventions. The process of getting tattooed today might take several steps into 

account, from knowing the image, to finding out which tattoo artist specializes in the certain 

design and how fine his or her arts craft is. People travel miles today in order to be tattooed by 

a special artist and tattoo artists fly from country to country to offer their service. The tattoo 

artist is thus challenged by competing artists and needs to find ways to stand out amongst the 

others, for example by being able to master several different styles of tattoo and market him or 
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herself successfully through social media. This is relevant as nowadays, especially in the big 

metropolitan areas, tattoo parlours have been popping up intensely.  

While the tattooed body that carries the tattoo artist’s design and thus his signature, is still the 

biggest advertisement for the artist, social media, especially Instagram, has become a key tool 

to enhance one’s popularity and publicity as an artist. However, there are downsides for the 

tattoo artist when it comes to social media, as well. In a previous study conducted on tattoo and 

social media, it was found that even though social media helps promote visibility to the tattoo, 

it also offers opportunities for copying and stealing tattoo art work (Walzer and Sanjurjo, 2016). 

To some extent the large presence of the tattoo on websites, blogs and social networks has 

become a two-sided coin because “today, if you don’t put something that’s yours on the internet, 

you don’t exist, but if you do, you get it stolen in the same minute” (Walzer and Sanjurjo, 

2016:74).  

As I will further elaborate in the following, trends are boundless today due to globalization and 

the rise of the internet. This means that even though each country or region might have its own 

particular tattoo culture and tattoo styles, there is still great intercultural exchange going on, 

not only via social media but also via tattoo conventions, workshops, and artists travelling 

around the world, sharing their knowledge. Eastern and Western tattoo cultures are having 

reciprocal influence on each other with Taiwanese tattoo artists practicing American Old 

School tattoo art or Western tattoo artists having learned the craft of Japanese tattoo imagery. 

Each individual artist certainly has received influences from very diverse and multifaceted 

sources and thus shapes tattoo culture with his or her own style differently. 

 

2.3. Globalization’s Implications on Communication, Culture, and Body  
 

How we study the social world and human culture is being reshaped by globalization and 

a vast amount of globalization theories has emerged across the disciplines (Appelbaum, 

Robinson, 2005). Castell (1996, 1997, 1998) exemplifies a ‘technologistic’ approach to 

globalization. He sees human society as having moved from a verbal order over to an alphabetic 

order and now to an audio-visual system of symbols and perceptions. Human communication 

has changed in a way that it consists of more images and sounds now, which construct ‘a new 

symbolic environment”, just like “customized cottages, globally produced and locally 

distributed” (Robinson, 2007:133). Other theorists such as Marshall McLuhan put forth the 
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concept of ‘the global village’, where a ‘global culture’, whether already a reality or a 

possibility, is being shaped by the “rapid growth of the mass media and resultant global cultural 

flows and images” (Robinson, 2007:139). Appadurai (1990) describes a series of different 

flows such as the flow of information through media and technologies that “create genuinely 

transnational cultural spaces and practices not linked to any national society and may be novel 

or syncretic” (Robinson, 2007:141). Is it possible to say that the worldwide popularization of 

tattoo practices are part of a growing ‘global culture’ that is enhanced through media and now 

social media in particular?  

Recent studies have shown that today’s society and especially the younger generation is making 

use of media in different ways than was possible when only traditional media existed. 

Nowadays, people rarely read the newspaper and magazines or watch television. Instead, they 

make use of other outlets such as the internet and new communication tools to look for 

information and entertainment. And because social media are omnipresent, ubiquitous and 

available anywhere and anytime, they allow the easy transmission of images and ideas around 

the globe. They allow instantaneous and interactive communication with others and they 

provide easy access to one’s peers and idols (Sundar et al. 2013). They are so different from 

traditional mass media as the whole system is extremely interactive. Now it is not just the media 

provider sending out the content to the audience but users themselves are sources now. And 

since much of the content is coming from another “regular” person, with their own identity 

instead of a faceless corporation that feels distant and rigid, using social media creates a sense 

of presence. Social media are designed to create communities of like-minded individuals, 

helping us to find others that are similar to ourselves or share the same interests, as opposed to 

the impersonal mass media – which makes the experience of social media much more personal 

for the user (Perloff, 2014). Platforms like Facebook and Instagram have become a daily tool 

for young people to keep up to date with current fashion or their friends’ and idols’ lives. They 

contribute to the diffusion of trends, such as tattoos becoming more popularized and grant 

visibility to the tattoo from areas such as style, personal meaning and the training of tattoo 

artists (Walzer and Sanjurjo, 2016).  

There is clear evidence for the thirst of sharing pictures and receiving fast paced information 

through images: 500 million people log in into their Instagram accounts daily and 80 million 

pictures are shared on an average day (Smith, 2017). In two minutes there are now taken more 

pictures worldwide than have been taken in the whole 18th century (Smith, 2017). The usage 

of Instagram has doubled in the past two years, also because companies have found it to be a 
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lucrative way of advertising, especially with the younger generations. This rapid growth of the 

internet in the past two decades has facilitated the emergence of online interactions of dispersed 

groups of people with shared interests (Wilson and Peterson, 2002). Whereas traditional media 

has played an outsized role in the communication of body images, social media is rapidly taking 

over traditional media’s role as the audience is now able to create their own content. Users are 

sources now as well as receivers who communicate, enhance autonomy, self-efficacy, and 

personal agency (Sundar et al., 2013). This enhances social media’s potential to present much 

more diverse representations of human bodies because they are mostly produced and 

disseminated by individuals (Andsager, 2014). However, they also create a big risk of people 

becoming addicted and reliant on their social media, which we are clearly seeing the signs for 

now. Time.com has denoted Instagram to be “The Worst Social Media for Mental Health” 

(Macmillan, 2017) and Instagram users admit they have “created the most narcissistic social 

network on the planet” (Fottrell, 2017).  

Calhoun (1991) argues that in fact rather than creating “communities”, we are merely 

developing “categorical identities” or “imagined communities”, in which people “feel” as if 

they belong to some group (quoted in Thomsen et al., 2016:2). However, other scholars such 

as Oldenburg (1989) and Rheingold (1993) argue that the online communities may “fill a need 

that has been all but abandoned in modern societies” and that logging onto online services and 

checking social media is “similar to the feeling of peeking into the café, the pub, the common 

room, to see who’s there” (Rheingold, 1993:26). Since our fast and busy lives often leave little 

opportunity to connect with people outside the working or family environment, these virtual 

communities have come to be a place where people try to feed their hunger for a sense of 

“community as they struggle with the disappearance of informal public spaces in their lives” 

(Thomsen et al., 1998:3). However, in a community not only the feeling of belonging plays a 

role but phenomena such as social comparison can come into play. Festinger (1954) proposed 

his Social Comparison Theory to analyse studies related to body image and assumed that each 

individual will compare themselves to other people in order to determine the perception of him- 

or herself or to rebuild a new self-evaluation. Through this action of comparing oneself to 

others, the individual gets to know and construct own value and ability. As his theory points 

out, people tend to compare themselves to others on a regular basis, especially when they feel 

similarity with that certain individual, based on the attributes which they usually define and 

identify themselves with (Perloff, 2014). With the omnipresence of social media, the ability to 

compare our own bodies and lives with others’ is almost unavoidable. From a theoretical point 
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of view then, if I see a tattooed friend of mine gaining likes and appreciation on social media 

for their courage to get these body marks will it influence my own perception and admiration 

for tattoos? Will it inspire me to get tattoos myself?  

 

2.3.1. Media and The Construction of Body Image 
 

The abundance of media screens has created a proliferation of visible surfaces that 

project images of individual and social issues, which function as a new way of contact with the 

world as far as interpersonal relationships are concerned, as well as the visibility and promotion 

of certain information, practices, styles, and consumption (Walzer and Sanjurjo, 2016).  

Traditional media have been joined in the last decade by new media platforms, such as 

Facebook and Instagram, which has led to an increase of dramatization of behaviour, 

information and aesthetics (Barbero, 2002). These platforms are used to express a sense of 

corporal, personal aesthetic, as well as a sense of fashion, desirability and beauty. Regarding 

the body, the images offered through contemporary media highlight a growing interest in self-

image and appearance, reproduction and the consolidation of all kinds of products, techniques, 

practices and processes proposed and spelled out by the market (Walzer, Sanjurjo, 2016).  

Mass media are saturated with multiple, overlapping, and at times unhealthy messages about 

the “ideal body” in relation to pleasure, morality, gender, attractiveness, self-control, food, 

weight management, and power (Levine and Chapman, 2012:101). Past research has put strong 

focus on the correlation between mass media exposure and body image, which shows that 

media pressures exert a strong, straightforward influence on body ideals and social comparison 

processes in both men and women (Levine and Chapman, 2012). Mass media tends to idealize 

the female body as “young, tall, thin, and White” while the male body is more variable, but 

overall “tall and lean”, “fashionably dressed” and “muscular” (Levine and Chapman, 

2012:102). Near 70% of adolescent girls report that magazine images influence their 

conception of the “perfect body shape”, and a significant minority indicates that such images 

generate body dissatisfaction and motivation to lose weight (Levine and Chapman, 2012). A 

desire to look like celebrities and models is also a strong predictor of weight concerns. There 

is strong empirical evidence for the affirmation that mass media influences body image and 

creates a desire to confirm with the portrayed body ideal, especially concerning body shape 
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and weight. However, little research has been done on the effects social media has on the wish 

to modify one’s own body with tattoos.  

The emergence of social media has had significant impact on how people communicate and 

socialize with each other, as well. Especially young people use social media to make and 

maintain social connections with friends and build their reputation. 32% of US teens state that 

Instagram is their most important social network (Smith, 2017), a number which clearly 

indicates that this is a field that has a strong influence and needs to be further evaluated.  

Ethnographic reports found that teens and young adults spend a considerable amount of time 

interacting and socializing in online spaces, and use these platforms as a main channel to share 

their everyday life, learn new and useful things, and establish and reinforce social 

empowerment (Ito et al., 2009). They express themselves and share more personal stories 

online than senior adults (over 60) (Jang, et al., 2015). In Jang’s study about teen behaviour on 

Instagram, it has been found that they tend to post more content that is related to themselves 

and focus on self-expression. They also found that more teens tend to remove pictures than 

adults every day, which substantiates previous insights that many young people tend to 

manipulate their photo content to receive as many Likes as possible or sometimes remove 

pictures with too few Likes (Jang et al., 2005). These findings are indicator for the establishing 

self-validation and self-worth that teens generate by attained Likes on social media, where 

many of them want to show off their “coolness” to the public (Boyd, 2008). They are also an 

indicator for teens and young adults being more prone to influences from social media, whether 

it be the desire to be thinner or to be more individual. As Blackman describes, it is not “about 

the all-powerful media crushing the bodies of mass consumers and viewers, but rather, certain 

media fantasies working with and alongside certain forms of felt, bodily orientation to the world 

which might be shaped and challenged in specific normative ways” (Blackman, 2008:71). 

Social media is leveraged as a “conversation space”, where people use Likes, tags, and 

comments to have conversations and interactions. These activities can be interpreted as social 

signals, that reinforce social practices and relationships (Agosto, 2012). They are also a sphere 

for entertainment, which in prior studies has been found to be a major reason why consumers 

spend a large amount of their time with their favourable media (Keane and Fam, 2005). The 

amount of time young and adolescent girls and boys spend viewing appearance-focused media, 

which is one of the most popular content categories on Instagram, is positively correlated with 

the internalization of the body ideals mediated through individuals on these platforms (Levine 
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and Chapman, 2012). Millennials under the age of 25 years are said to spend an average of 32 

minutes on Instagram per day, which is eight minutes more than what the average user over 

the age of 25 years spends on it and shows a general increase to Instagram’s last official 

statistics of 21 minutes in October 2014 (Frier, 2017).  

 

2.3.2. Tattoo Culture on Instagram 
 

Instagram (later often just referred to as IG) is a mobile photo (and video) capturing and 

sharing service that has quickly emerged as a new spotlight medium since its launching in 

October 2010. Users can easily take photos and modify them with filters, as well as add 

hashtags and mention other users and places in order to increase its distribution and visibility. 

It provides users an instantaneous way to capture and share their life moments, not only through 

pictures and videos, but also through the rather new function of the instastory, where similar 

to Snapchat, a short clip or a picture, video or live stream, is broadcasted when clicking on the 

user icons on top of the main Instagram feed. These instastories are often enhanced by adding 

filters, little animations, stickers or titles that can be chosen from an internal database. In 

addition to its photo capturing and manipulation functions, Instagram also provides social 

connectivity that allows a user to follow any number of other users. Instagram’s social network 

is asymmetric, meaning that if a user A follows B, B does not need to follow A back (Hu, 2014). 

Furthermore, users can set their privacy preference to public or private, making their content 

either available to anyone or only followers that the user needs to approve beforehand.  

The extraordinary success of Instagram corroborates what I have mentioned earlier, that the 

visual element has become one of the key social currencies online (Rainie, Brenner, and Purcell 

2012). Studies have shown that there is a distinct preference for media that provides visual 

stimulation, gives the consumer control over the experience and represents personal interest 

and opinions, which is consistent with the concept of selective exposure (Keane and Fam, 

2005). Especially todays’ young adults, that are commonly referred to as the millennial 

generation (born between 1980 and 2000) have been claimed to prefer visual imagery to the 

written word. The tattoo, which is full of imagery itself, seems to represent and fit ideally into 

this common trend of visual self-representation.  

Some of the top content categories on Instagram have found to be self-portraits, friends, 

activities, captioned photos (pictures with embedded text), food, gadgets, fashion, and pets (Hu 
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et al., 2014). Tattoo content on Instagram is not to be underestimated, however. There are now 

more than 84 million posts on Instagram that have been tagged with the hashtags ‘tattoo’, 

‘tattoos’ and ‘tattooed’ and more than 350,000 posts with the Chinese hashtag for tattoo #刺

青. This number is growing daily. 

Instagram tattoo content consists for the most part of tattoo artists’ designs on paper and the 

finished “products” or “art pieces” on human skin. This shows that Instagram is a main 

platform for the artist to show and promote their work. Some tattoo artists, such as 

“sashatattooing”, who is a Russian female tattoo artist working in St. Petersburg, Moscow and 

Barcelona, have established a follower count of almost 600,000 followers and share their 

tattoos and personal life in a highly idealized way. Taiwanese tattoo artists, such as “tattooku” 

have up to 13,000 followers on Instagram and their channel represents their work in a portfolio 

manner. On top of the gallery is usually a text frame, where the artists describes their person 

and leaves contact information for interested customers. Furthermore, Instagram is being 

implemented from artists around the world to advertise their trips to different cities and 

countries, as well as their participations in tattoo conventions, so that interested people can 

make sure to get an appointment with them when they are in town.  

Having arrived at the end of my literature review, I hope I was able to convey a general insight 

into body concepts, tattoo culture, and the impact of social media. I will now continue with 

explaining my research and presenting my final findings.  
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3. Research  

 

3.1.  Research Context 
 

My research aim is to find out why Taiwanese people, especially the younger generation, 

increasingly decides to modify their body with tattoos and what role social media plays in this. 

I want to find out the motivations for getting a tattoo and whether or not platforms such as 

Instagram help to intensify this desire.   

Taiwan, with its 23.5 million inhabitants, is an interesting environment for conducting a study 

such as this one because it is on one hand a multi-ethnic society consisting of Aboriginal people, 

Taiwanese and Han-Chinese that together with Japanese colonial influence, an influx of South-

East Asian immigration as well as strong Western influence creates a ‘melting-pot’ of cultures. 

On the other hand it is a society that has been and is still influenced by traditional Confucian 

and Daoist thought and values.  

Furthermore, Taiwan is a highly digitalised country and ranks on place 37 of the world’s most 

internet users and had an internet penetration of 83,8% in 2016, which increased to 88% 

(www.statista.com) in 2017 and ranked third highest in Asia after Japan and South Korea. 

Online communities and social media, such as Facebook on which 18 million Taiwanese are 

registered users (www.internetworldstats.com), have obtained high significance in Taiwanese 

society and have come to be one of the main communication tools here. As Taiwan is 

considered a conformist society, there is also a certain pressure to be on social media, as 

“everyone else is on it, too” (Fulco, 2017).   

A survey conducted with 1,500 local internet users by the state-backed Market Intelligence & 

Consulting Institute (MIC) in October 2016 found that nearly 95% of Taiwanese had used 

Facebook (Fulco, 2017). Taiwan’s penetration rate of Facebook is thus, compared to other 

countries, unusually dominant and significantly higher than anywhere else in the world. 

Instagram is not as widely used as Facebook in Taiwan, but according to www.statista.com, it 

had a penetration rate of 35% at the end of 2017. 

In an online survey on surveycake  that I conducted in December 2017 with 120 tattooed and 

non-tattooed Taiwanese between the ages of 17 and 55 years (see Chinese charts in the 

Appendix), 26 participants had experience with tattooing and a surprisingly high number of 52 
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participants (43.3%) were currently thinking about getting tattooed. Concerning the role of 

social media’s influence on tattoo culture, the majority of respondents believed that social 

media does play a significant role in popularizing tattoos, in framing tattoos on one hand as 

“underground” culture, but on the other hand as becoming more common, as well as 

transforming tattoos to become a product. The biggest social media influencer on tattoos in my 

survey was said to be Instagram, where the majority (60,8%) gets their information about 

tattoos. Those tattoo related channels that participants followed on social media were mainly 

ones of tattoo artists (50,8%) and ones from Taiwan (41,6%). American (34,1%) and European 

channels (29,1%), and friends with tattoos (31,6%), as well as models (30,8%) made up the 

next biggest majorities.   

Interestingly, 54,8% of the tattooed participants agreed that they got inspired and motivated by 

social media to get tattooed and 48,3% even found their tattoo design on social media.  

As my prior survey came to the conclusion that Instagram contributes a great part to everyday 

online life and culture of Taiwanese youth, I believe that focusing on this platform is reasonable. 

Instagram had 800 Million users overall in 2017, of which 59% were between the age of 18 to 

29 years (Wade, 2018), which makes it very suitable for my research target age groups of young 

adults. Despite its popularity, however, there has been only little research done with focus on 

Instagram until now (Hu et al., 2014).  

Recent anthropological research offers profound examples of the ways that body and culture 

interact and influence one another and this is where my research wants to dive into. There is 

Taiwanese literature about the topic of tattoo culture in Taiwan, however, it appears that only 

very little of the works have been translated into English and so their outside influence has 

been limited to occasional usage. When it comes to English written literature on Taiwanese 

tattoo culture, there is still not a large amount of work on the topic – many gaps remain to be 

filled and better links need to be created between the English and Chinese speaking scholarship. 

By conducting my study in both the English and Chinese language, I want to start filling this 

gap with a general exploration of this field.  

As Kent (2012) states in Body Art and Body Image, “in light of the prosocial motivations for 

obtaining body art, and the increasing popularity of piercings and tattoos in contemporary 

society, an exploration of the “social” determinants influencing the decision-making process 

leading to the acquisition of (or intention to acquire) body art is overdue” (Kent, 2012:391). As 

prior research tends to focus strongly on the deviant character of tattooees, it is time to shed 
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light on why more and more people want to get tattooed in today’s society that is increasingly 

evolving around social media. Especially in Taiwan, sharing pictures and clicking “Like” has 

become a regular activity in everyday life and it is thus relevant to investigate how Taiwanese 

society and cultural perceptions are changing within this context of social media uprising.   

Hopefully this study can contribute toward using the study of the body to arrive at more 

complex and accurate understandings of cultural developments, the influence of today’s 

technology, as well as of the bodily experience that we all share.   
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3.2.  Methodology 

 

This study implements a qualitative approach in which I conducted ten in-depth interviews 

with tattooed Taiwanese from a millennial generation cohort. The participants were aged 

between 20 and 35 years of which four were female and six were male. I chose a cohort of 

Generation Y representatives because they are the ones that grew up in the technological 

revolution and are familiar with everyday usage of the internet and social media. Furthermore, 

they reflect Taiwan’s new wave of individualization and show higher tendency to personalize 

themselves through fashion and body modifications. 

Participants were approached through different means. The first pilot interview was done with 

the full-body tattooed Fish, a 27 year old Taiwanese cook and motor biker, who is the cousin 

of a friend of mine. Through word of mouth and friends’ recommendations, I was able to 

connect with Taiwanese tattoo artists Jimmy, Sydney, and Holy Mighty, that I conducted 

interviews with as to also get the viewpoints of professionals in this field. In order to get a more 

random sample, I approached young Taiwanese in cafés for example when I noticed they had 

tattoos and asked if they would be interested in participating in my study. Furthermore, I 

attended the 9th Tattoo Convention in Kaohsiung, where I was able to join a tattoo session with 

Jasper and Sydney at South Side Tattoo Shop in Kaohsiung, where Jasper got his very first 

tattoo.  

The interviews lasted between 45 minutes to three hours and were usually conducted in one 

setting using the languages Chinese, respectively English when it was possible. Each interview 

was recorded with a Huawei smartphone device and translated and transcribed afterwards. The 

interview settings ranged from tattoo parlours to coffee shops or were conducted on the campus 

of National Chengchi University. Before the interview, I made the participant familiar with my 

person and my research, why and how I conduct this study. Afterwards, participants were 

handed a consent form which stated that the interviewee can choose to have a pseudonym in 

my thesis and that they agree to have their tattoo’s pictures taken and used in my research. All 

participants also agreed with me using two of their Instagram pictures for each person’s 

introductory section. Finally, I decided to use their English names in order to keep their original 

Chinese names confidential. They were asked to read the consent form and sign it according to 

their consent. Only after their agreement did the interview take place. The consent form can be 

found in the Appendix.  
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As mentioned, prior to my Master Thesis research I conducted an online survey with tattooed 

and non-tattooed Taiwanese and Taiwanese tattoo artists. Through these surveys I was able to 

gain a general insight into current perceptions and find people that would be willing to 

participate in further interviews. I also contacted people from this survey for the interviews.  

As for the questions asked I aimed to take more of a “listening” than an “asking” approach. I 

started by asking the participants to share with me something about themselves, who they are, 

what things they are interested in as to get a feeling for what cultural background and what 

kind of cultural interests they had. I tried to use topics of their interest as a door opener for 

further conversation and continued by asking about their personal motivations to get tattooed 

before getting to the usually last topic of the role of social media. I gave the interviewees the 

freedom of sharing as much as they were willing to share with me. As tattoos are often, if not 

mostly, connected with personal stories, I respected any wish of privacy, however, the 

participants were in general rather open to answer any sort of question I had.  Some of the 

questions I wanted to find answers to were “What motivated you to get tattooed?”, “How do 

people in Taiwan perceive you as a tattooed person?”, “Do your parents know about your 

tattoos?”, “What impact have tattoos had on your life?” and “What role did social media play 

in your decision to get tattooed?”.  

Looking at contemporary Taiwan, we have somewhat a clash of the traditional world 

represented by Confucian values that are still rooted especially in the older generation, and the 

modern world, represented by the youth that is beginning to value individualization, 

personalized style and a more open-minded approach to culture. How are Taiwanese youth 

using tattoo as a means of finding personal identity and at the same time dealing with old 

perceptions? What dimensions come into play? 

The transformation of culture takes place on many levels, three of them being the level of 

Intertextualization, Socialization, and Personalization. Looking at tattoo culture, this means 

that there will be three main forces that shape a person’s decision to get tattooed. 

Intertextualization: What form of text, media or culture will influence an individual’s decision? 

Socialization: What power relations in society, peer group pressure or the wish for belonging 

will influence the decision? What role does the family and the work place play? 

Personalization: How does the tattoo contribute to a person’s sense of self, how does a tattoo 

add meaning to the person’s life or how is it adding beauty to their body?  
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I tried to follow the qualitative method of Life History Research – a method where the 

interviewee is the narrator, and where the goal is to find out about the individual’s life and 

story. From the answers and comments made by the people interviewed for my research, I tried 

to analyse and understand the ways in which culture and personal interests motivate young 

Taiwanese to get tattooed, as well as how social media, especially Instagram, is used in tattoo, 

but also personal context. The quotes used in the following section will be categorized around 

the above introduced themes of Intertextualization, Socialization, and Personalization in order 

to find out how media and culture influences young Taiwanese to get tattooed, how society 

perceives them in general and how tattoos contribute to their sense of self or might even be 

considered as a rite of passage. The fourth theme will be the role of social media with focus on 

Instagram.  
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4. Interviews & Analysis 
 

In this section I will present my research findings by introducing each interviewee and 

giving an insight into their character, what they do, how many and what kind of tattoos they 

have. As the focus of my thesis is the human body, I want to ensure that each “body” I 

interviewed gets a section for their own in order for the reader to become familiar with the 

person’s background. Thus, I will make use of a format where the person, their character, and 

their voice is central. As mentioned, I will organize their answers around the four themes of 

Intertextualization, Socialization, Personalization, and Social Media. In several cases the 

quotes used may fall into more than just one category. In this case, I put them into the category 

I believed was most strongly represented or I left them in the natural order of the original 

interview as it would otherwise interrupt the reading flow. Also, in some of the interviews I 

found that the interviewee did not mention examples to all four categories. When I found that 

the Chinese expression, which my interviewee used really emphasized an important point, I 

integrated the Chinese version in the sentence.  

For each theme I will give quotes of the interviewees and in most cases add a follow-up analysis 

or further information in my own words. Some quotes will show similar statements or be 

“speaking for themselves”, which is why I won’t add an analysis to each quote. The questions 

are asked by me, the researcher (R) and answered by the interviewee (the first letter of their 

English name). I want to emphasize at this point that doing this analysis will require me to try 

putting myself into the position of the interviewee, which of course is never completely 

possible. The analysis part will always contain my own cultural background and my 

understanding. Reading between the lines of the interviewee’s answers will therefore always 

include a fraction of my own cultural context and interpretation. However, since I am a 

researcher representing a similar age cohort as my interviewees and having spent a great 

amount of time in a Chinese speaking environment, it might be easier for me to understand 

what cultural influences Taiwanese youth are embracing. Nevertheless, it is not my intention 

to underrate possible limitations that are inevitable when two strangers from different cultural 

backgrounds come together for conversation. By conducting the interviews in Chinese, 

however, I strive to give the interviewee the space to elaborate more naturally and express their 

inner world with their mother tongue. Last but not least, I hope to be able to combine what I’ve 

learnt from both cultural sides in this research – the East and the West.   
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4.1.  Fish 
 

    

      Picture 1: Fish on a skateboard ramp                           Picture 2: Fish on his motorbike  

 

 

I will begin with Fish, who is a 27 year old Taiwanese from Taipei, currently working as a 

cook. He got his first tattoo when he was 17 years old and has now more than 16 of them. He 

started riding BMX when he was around 16 years old and since then riding all kinds of different 

bikes has been his life. He was the Taiwanese representative for international mountain biking 

tournaments a few years back and now races in local motorbike competitions. Fish started a 

sports related major for his undergraduate studies at university but soon dropped out of it 

because he was not learning what he had hoped for. Working as a bar tender for several years, 

he dealt with reversed sleeping rhythms for a long time, meaning night became day for him. 

Last year he had a serious motorbike accident that left him isolated for quite a while. In this 

time he used Instagram as a way to communicate his feelings and thoughts. Fish is quite a 

character, who experienced a lot for his age. His cultural interests can be seen as at the extreme 

opposites ranging from traditional Japanese to American mainstream culture, soft Taiwan pop 

to American rock and jazz classics. These interests are also represented through his tattoos that 

cover his whole body.  
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Intertextualization 

 

R: What kind of movies do you like, Fish? 

F: All kinds of actually… American, French, Japanese, a bit of Indian. I like Japanese 
mafia stuff and anime. I also like Science Fiction, for example the movie “The Fifth 
Element”. “The Fabulous World of Amélie Poulain” is one of my favourite movies. I 
like things from different extremes, like some stuff that is cute but also some more hard-
core stuff. You know, this cute Taiwanese band 雀斑 (Queban) … usually people 
wouldn’t associate someone like me with their music. And then stuff like Marilyn 
Manson. 

                          Picture 3: Tattoo of a skull on a wheel            Picture 4: Tattoo of a skull 

               Picture 5: Tattoo of a Chinese woman             Picture 6: Tattoo of a devil 
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R: What do your tattoos stand for? 

F: This one (points at his tattoo of a skull over the wheel of a motorbike) reminds me 
to not be afraid when riding and to just enjoy it. He wears this famous American motor 
helmet. This one (points on the colourful skull on his right thigh) reminds me of what 
comes after life, of death. And this woman here is supposed to represent the beauty of 
Chinese culture, she is kind of a Chinese Geisha. And this one (points on the tattoo of 
a devil showing his middle finger), he is like me. I like to show the middle finger during 
races. You know, when someone drives too slow, I show it to them. I will do it to friends 
and loved ones, too but not out of evil intentions. The guy looks like a devil…just like 
me during competitions. This here is a wheel and a skull, too. I just like skulls.  

R: What about the flowers on your neck? 

F: These ones I basically got out of boredom. I saw something similar in a magazine 
and just wanted to get some new ones. 

 

It was interesting to hear that Fish’s favourite movie is the same as mine, “The Fabulous World 

of Amélie Poulain”, a movie that is really quite dreamy and romantic. His interest in Japanese, 

Chinese and American culture is clearly represented in his tattoos: a Japanese Hannya (般若) 

mask covering the whole of his back, Japanese cherry blossoms and cranes on his arm, a 

Chinese woman and American motorbike culture. His love for skulls indicates that Fish reflects 

on death quite a bit, which might be influenced by his dangerous hobbies. However, Fish 

explained that even though his tattoos represent his interests, he got them more because he 

thinks they are beautiful. They do not tell a story, but act more as reminders. When he 

mentioned that the devil tattoo represents himself during races, I started wondering if the tattoos 

actually do have more meaning than Fish wanted to admit. As he stated, some of his tattoos are 

there just out of boredom, the flowers for instance, that do not have any meaning to him 

whatsoever. I would suggest, however, that adding these tattoos to his body acts in a way like 

adding a necklace, as a beautification. Acquiring tattoos “just like that” suggests that Fish is 

already at the state which can be considered tattoo addiction, a phenomenon that is often 

mentioned by tattooees and that he later on in the interview affirmed.  
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Picture 7: Fish’s flower neck tattoos                     Picture 8: Fish’s back tattoo 

 

Socialization 

 

R: How is body perceived in general in Taiwan? 

F: I think there are two poles. On one side you have the older generation who believe 
that tattoos don’t look good and think it’s something only bad guys get. And then you 
have the younger generation who think it’s cool and has a deeper meaning behind it.  

R: In Taiwan, when you have a tattoo…do you think it’s like “harming a complete body” 
as believed in Confucianism? 

F: No, I don’t think so. I think it’s more like adding a meaning to your body…adding 
beauty to your body.  

R: But in general what do people think about it? 

F: I think some people still have stereotypes about it. Like the police for example… 
they will pick me out and look for weed, I will need to take off my shoes. Because I 
have tattoos and they think I am “this and that kind” of person. For example at clubs 
this will be the case. Legacy, Pipe, … 

R: Did you think people had a different perception of you after you got the tattoos? 

F: Yes, for example in winter people will bump into me, they won’t care. But in summer, 
when I have my tattoos out, people are scared of bumping into me, they will give me 
“free way”. Also, old people sometimes don’t want to talk to me when they see my 
tattoos. For instance when I ask for the time they will just look at my tattoos and ignore 
me. 

 

In this conversation, we learn something that basically all other interviewees will support in 

the upcoming interviews: that Taiwan has two strong sides when it comes to the perception of 
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tattoos. On one side the elderly, more traditional population, who views tattoos as something 

that is acquired by criminals and gangsters, and on the other side the younger generation, that 

is more open-minded and believes tattoos are something that can create character or as Fish 

explained, make the body more beautiful. As we see in this paragraph, Fish has to deal with 

stigma that still exist in Taiwanese society, for instance the police men who will look at him a 

bit closer and associate him with drug abuse. Also, the fact that people give him “free way” in 

summer or don’t want to talk to him when they see his tattoos, clearly shows that Taiwanese 

people can be intimidated by someone who has his whole body covered in tattoos.  

 

Personalization 

 

R: Do you feel like your self-confidence changed through the tattoos? 

F: I think people who do not know me will think I am this kind of tough person. But 
others will know, I am just who I am. I don’t think I became more self-confident through 
my tattoos, they are just something I like. I don’t care about what others think of me. 
[…] My tattoos make me happy. You know it’s this feeling of…like having a girlfriend 
who comes to visit you every day. But she will also give you enough personal space. 
Something that is there with you every day, like someone who supports you. 

 

Fish creates an interesting metaphor, comparing his tattoos to a girlfriend that supports him. 

Having tattoos gives him the feeling of encouragement that a person could give him, which 

transports a strong message. When he sees his tattoos, they remind him of something he wanted 

to remember but they are there without giving him any burden.  

 

R: Would you like to change some of your tattoos? 

F: No, no. I just wish I had more body. (“需要多一點的身體吧.”) 

R: Do you feel like you are addicted? 

F: Yeah, kind of.  

 

Fish’s self-affirmed addiction to tattoos becomes evident in this paragraph as he wishes to have 

more skin to get tattooed. This addiction of tattoos is often mentioned after people get their 

first tattoo and is sometimes also connected to the pain and procedure of tattooing itself.   
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R: Do you feel like your body is more beautiful with your tattoos? 

F: Yes, that’s why I keep on getting more. Yeah…sometimes I look at my body and I 
am like “I like it”, like nice clothes, “It looks good, looks good”. […] Tattoo – my love. 

 

Tattoos are something that Fish believes make his body more beautiful and himself more happy. 

It can thus be said that they are an important factor for his well-being and his identity. He gets 

the impression from others that he is supposed to represent this tough character that he might 

not always feel like he is. Fish compares his tattoos to clothes, which underlines the hypothesis 

that tattoos have become something that is considered fashionable by Taiwanese youth. “Tattoo 

– my love” is a statement by Fish that goes in hand with the comparison he mentioned earlier, 

that his tattoos in a way act like a girlfriend to him.  

 

Social Media 

 

R: Is your Instagram like a diary to you? 

F: Yeah, kind of like a diary. But you know, I did delete a lot of my stuff, the things 
that happened before last summer. I was feeling pretty low during that time, so I just 
deleted most of it. I was depressed. Life was dark for me.  

R: Had it to do with your accident? 

F: A bit, but I just felt like life sucked. My job, my hobbies, everything… I felt like I 
already had reached the peak of my life and now everything just went downhill from 
there. Family trouble, girlfriend trouble, job trouble. I thought about why not just end it 
now? I don’t feel like this anymore but at that time I was really upset. Others told me 
to continue, they didn’t understand. That was around last winter. 

R: But now you seem to ride more again as I saw on your Instagram channel, right? 

F: Yeah, I do. It has also to do with some of my friends who saw the messages I posted 
on IG and that made them contact me, ask me if I wanted to come out, ride, have a drink. 
I was really closed up during that time, for around four months. I didn’t contact people 
but through IG people realized I became more and more strange… so they worried and 
wanted me to feel better, I guess. 

R: So now you still post some stuff about your life? And friends will contact you 
through these messages? 

F: Yeah. It’s not just IG but if I won’t post, they will be like “Where are you?”. 
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I found it quite astonishing to see how Fish uses Instagram as a way to, maybe not necessarily 

share his tattoos, but share his internal feelings and thus finding a way to reconnect with people, 

getting out of his “depressive” bubble. He will not just post images on Instagram, but also share 

some of his thoughts as the caption under the picture, which then lead friends to contact him. 

To me, the bigger message here is that social media has taken over communication means that 

in earlier days might have been phone calls or visits. If we do not communicate our feelings 

via social media today, there might be no other way that people find out about how we feel. It 

might also indicate that we ourselves do not directly communicate our feelings to others in 

everyday conversation, but use bigger platforms in order to reach people, whomever it may be. 

I have heard similar statements by artists and photographers with hindsight to Instagram, 

stating that if you’re not posting your works on social media, it is as if you basically do  not 

exist. Are we starting to rely more and more on social media? Are we turning to these channels 

in order to get information on the lives and well-beings of others instead of directly approaching 

them and initiating a personal conversation? This seems to be a development in progress but in 

the case of Fish we can also see that, him as a Taiwanese individual using Instagram to 

communicate his inner world in return leads to his friends contacting him and plan “real life” 

meetups.     

Concluding, Fish was motivated to get his body tattooed because he finds tattoos beautiful and 

they represent his interests and his passions. They are also a mental support to him and helped 

him to get through tougher times. During his struggle, he also incorporated the use of Instagram 

in order to share his thoughts with a wider circle of friends instead of contacting people in 

person. Even though his family is not supporting his tattoos, Fish is very much imbedded in a 

circle that practices tattoo culture, starting from his BMX and motor bike network to his 

bartender job environment. His interactions with the general Taiwanese public show him that 

there are still stigma attached to being tattooed, especially as a male individual being fully 

covered in tattoos. 
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4.2. Val 
 

   

       Picture 9: A self-portrait of Val                                   Picture 10: Val holding her soccer shoe 
 

 

Val is from Taidung, 21 years old and in her fourth Bachelor year at National Chengchi 

University studying at the Russian Department. Val is lesbian and tattooed, which are both 

taboos in her family, so she feels obliged to hide a big part of her identity when she is around 

her parents and other family members. Like many of the other interviewees, she also got her 

first tattoo when she was 17 years old and has four pieces on her left underarm so far. Her big 

passion is playing soccer, which she does basically every day from Monday to Friday. On her 

weekends she takes a break and likes to go out with her friends partying at different clubs 

around Xinyi District. She is very much into American culture, likes to listen to Rap and Hip 

Hop and enjoys to drink and smoke when she is out with her friends, who are mostly foreigners. 

Val was given the choice to either study at the Department of English or Russian Language 

and chose Russian in order to stand out amongst the many Taiwanese who speak English. She 

has never been to Russia but will soon go there for an exchange. She has, however, been to the 

US for a few months which had quite an impact on her life and worldview as the interview will 

reveal.  
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Intertextualization 

 

R: So Val, what kind of people do you like to spend time with? 

V: I am not like the average Taiwanese person. Because I like things that they don’t 
like, for example tattoos, going out, drinking alcohol, probably like every night. To 
them it’s very important to go to the library, get good grades, listen to their parents but 
I don’t do these things though. My friends are in the majority foreigners and they are 
mostly Latinas because they like to drink, they like to party. Because, you know, people 
who like the same things, they go together. And I just do these kind of things with them. 

 

Val doesn’t identify with the “usual” Taiwanese person. She likes to go out, embrace her liberal 

side and thus, likes to surround herself with people who are like her, who understand her. Val 

was the only participant in my study who conducted the whole interview in English and she 

speaks in a very American way, likes to use slang words. Several of her foreigner friends have 

tattoos, too and together with them, Val can embrace her interests, that other Taiwanese in her 

age might not share.  

 

R: Is there a reason why you chose the arm for your tattoos? 

V: Hm. I don’t know. Every time I get a tattoo, I try to picture them in my head. Do I 
put it here? Or put it here? And every time I felt like here is the best part (the arm). So 
it just became a sleeve, it didn’t have any like bigger reason. I am still thinking about 
the next one. It will be the one I hesitate over the most because it will be on my neck. 
Just a small one, like a line out of words, maybe English, maybe saying “patience”. 
Justin Bieber has one, too.  

 

Val explained to me that Justin Bieber is not the reason why she would get this tattoo. He might 

be an inspiration - his design and the idea behind it – but the tattoo would be a personal 

reminder to Val to be a patient person. She describes herself as being very impatient and 

fighting a lot, whether it be with aunts and uncles who believe a young woman is only supposed 

to find a man to marry and bear children or with her soccer friends who don’t play the way Val 

believes is best. Val stresses the fact that she is not very Taiwanese:  “I am not a traditional 

girl. I want to go out but in their concept, a girl who finishes college doesn’t need to find a 

good job afterwards. Just find any job to survive until you find a guy. […] I always fought 

about this with them, I don’t care that they are the elders. And you know, we have to respect 
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them but I just can’t hear them anymore.” Val continued that she regrets fighting with family 

members and friends all the time and thus, this tattoo would be a strong indicator that she wants 

to change this about herself.  

One of Val’s tattoos shows a design from the Harry Potter series. However, Val admitted that 

she had not read the books and that she forgot what the symbol meant. “This one is from Harry 

Potter. So… there is a symbol, it’s three different things in Harry Potter. I should look it up for 

you because I kind of forgot what it means though...so let’s jump to the fourth one.”, she said. 

Does this in a way reflect the transience of a tattoo? I think it does – what might mean 

something to me at this point in time does not necessarily have to mean anything to me in the 

future. This is also a reason why people tend to regret their tattoos because they imprinted 

something into their skin that lost or changed its meaning. In the following paragraph she 

speaks a bit about why it is hard finding friends as a tattooed woman in Taiwan. 

 

Socialization 

 

R: What are some of the reactions you get from people in Taiwan when they see your 
tattoos? 

V: It’s hard to make friends. They think you are a specific kind of person and that you 
are hard to approach. Like, when I sit in the classroom and I got this arm out, I wouldn’t 
be the first person you start talking to. Because I look tough and I am harder to approach. 
If you say hi to me and I will be like “What do you want from me?”. People have this 
kind of impression! But I am an outgoing person and I like to talk to people but this is 
the first thing that comes to their mind. So it’s harder to make friends in new places. I 
mean sometimes it’s mutual.  

R: Would you say this perception that others think you’re tough and hard to approach 
doesn’t really reflect your own perception? 

V: It’s hard sometimes. Because you see, if you don’t have tattoos you can make friends 
with anyone. Like you don’t have to be very good friends but at least they can be kind 
to you and you can be kind to them. But having tattoos, you kind of lost a part of some 
people. So, those people who you might not want to be friends with but they would be 
beneficial and they might have some job or opportunity for you, you lost them because 
you have tattoos. I mean, yeah I guess it does reflect on me but I am trying to not let 
these things bring me down. 

 

Val was one of the only interviewees that mentioned it being hard to make friends as a tattooed 

person. As Val finds herself in a vulnerable position, being lesbian and tattooed in a rather 
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traditional society, it might also have to do with her trying to protect herself from the people 

and the judgements around her. Val does have a more cool and tough aura surrounding her, 

which could be intimidating to others but once you get to know her, you realize that she’s a 

very fun and open person who enjoys being independent.  

 

Personalization 

  

Val got all of her tattoos at different times and in different countries and most of these tattoos 

have a strong personal meaning to her. Her very first tattoo, which a friend of hers did for her 

when she was 17 years old says “stay strong”. It is a dedication to her brother, who is two years 

older than her and suffered from depression during his high school years triggered by severe 

pressure before the university entry examination. “Me and him were just one year apart at 

school. So when he was preparing this test, he was really stressing out because my family they 

wanted him to get into the best high school and then the best college and then become a doctor. 

He kind of freaked out about all the pressure that was put on him and so one time he came 

home from school like… He told my mom, he doesn’t want to do this anymore, he has had 

enough.” After realizing that his depression was not a temporary condition, Val explained, that 

her mother got nervous and took him to see a therapist. Val found out only two weeks later, 

that her brother had tried to kill himself. “It was really a tough time […] every time I was 

thinking… maybe today I will come back home and find out my brother did it…It was scary. 

So, I don’t know how he just thought all the problems through and just started studying and 

didn’t have these thoughts anymore…and… now he is a doctor!” Val’s tattoo thus acts as a 

reminder for her to stay strong and that “you can do it, no matter how”.  

 

R: Does he know that you have this tattoo? 

V: So ok, my family knows that I have a tattoo but they think it’s really small. So when 
I go home, every time, no matter what the temperature is, I have to wear long sleeves. 
And there is this story. We went to Korea, the four of us. And I wore this blue denim 
jacket and the custom, you know the people who check you at the airport, the guy 
thought it’s too thick. He thought I might hide something inside, so he said I should 
take off the jacket and I was like “Hell no!”. If you are going to search me, take me to 
the little room, I am not taking this jacket off here! And then he was patting me down 
and nothing was on me and he was like ok, you can go. But that moment for me was 
like…oh my God, I would never take off the jacket… 
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R: Do you think your parents would have freaked out if they saw it? 

V: Yeah, I think they would definitely freak out. Because also, just when they found 
out I have tattoos, just this concept, they were like “oh my, our daughter changed – 
maybe she will be friends with those bad guys”. And I was like “No, mom, I just want 
a tattoo, that’s it.” I can’t imagine what her reaction would be if she found out I had a 
sleeve. 

 

   

      Picture 11 – 13: Different angles of Val’s sleeve tattoo 

 

R: So what about the other tattoos? 

V: So you see, this is a little bird in case you can’t tell. This is the feather. You know 
how people come and go in your life. If you look closer, you see birds flying in and out 
and the feather is like me, you know. People come and go in my life, but those who 
matter, they stay and form a feather. So yeah. Because I kind of met good people and 
bad people in America. I went there because a lot of Asian people were there already 
and they (Americans) kind of didn’t treat us very well. I just wanted to get this tattoo 
because… don’t give credit to any of those people who treat you like that because they 
won’t stay anyways. The fourth one is this rose. You know, how a rose is beautiful but 
when you look closely it has like the stings on the branches. Just like a person, if he or 
she is so beautiful, there is always something dark in the inside. Or she is going to treat 
you in a bad way. So it’s just a reminder to not trust people easily until you really know 
them. Yeah, they are all reminders. 

R: Did you feel different when you got these tattoos? Like how did it change you? 

V: I think I get the tattoo in the first place because I encounter something. When I 
encountered these things, I already changed. I get these just to remind me how badly I 
was hurt at that time. So, not making the same mistake was what I learned. After these 
incidents, I just need to look at them now and know, these things I can do and those 
things I can’t…just need to be careful. So yeah that’s what my tattoos are. More like 
reminders. I don’t think me having a tattoo makes me more special than others but other 
people give me that feeling, this concept. I met people who don’t like it. Especially like 
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40 years old women, they don’t think it’s a good thing for girls to get it. And then in 
the metro station, a mom would tell her child “hey, look at that girl” and I am wearing 
this vest and have my tattoo out. The mom was warning her kid “don’t ever do things 
like her”. I heard it but I didn’t do anything. I am not in the position to ask a mom how 
to teach their child. But it happened several times. I never confront people about it 
because I think everyone has their own opinion, yeah, it’s hard to take it in, but you just 
got to live with it. 

R: Do you think your tattoos make you more beautiful?  

V: No, that’s weird! Looking in the mirror like “Oh, beautiful!”? Oh my God…no. It is 
just a reminder, look, I have been through those things. I never go like “Oh, beautiful 
today”. 

 

In comparison to the other interviewees, Val does not believe that her tattoos make her more 

beautiful in any way. She strongly emphasizes that her tattoos are all reminders. Her tattoos 

tell stories, mostly about experiences that were painful but made her stronger. Even her Harry 

Potter tattoo, as I found out after our interview, was a reminder to her. The tattoo shows the 

“Elder Wand”, the “Resurrection Stone” and the “Cloak of Invisibility”, all things that are 

believed to have “the strongest power in the world”, as Val explained to me. The tattoo for her 

is a symbol of strength and will encourage her to accomplish bigger achievements in the future. 

She got the tattoo when she was in high school preparing for a scholarship for Russian Studies. 

“At that time I was struggling with school work […] friends around me seemed to know what 

they wanted in life but I kept resisting studying Russian because it was too hard.” She bumped 

into the symbol again on a trip to Sichuan and decided to get it tattooed there – “it reminds me 

of the lack of courage I had at that time, so I got this tattoo in order to remind myself to always 

stay powerful and courageous […] this tattoo kept me through those dark days and thanks to 

the tattoo, I’m a scholarship student now”.  

 

Social Media 

 

R: About the motives. When you choose them do you ever use IG to look for designs? 

V: Yes of course, so this one is like straight from the internet. I took a picture and told 
the artist I want exactly this. But with this one there is not much changing because it 
was the font from Windows, not much design. The only design is this rose and I don’t 
like it very much. I told her I didn’t want the rose to cover the other ones and then she 
just added some lines that cover the other tattoo. Look, it does cover the bird and the 
triangle! I found out only after she did it. Didn’t ask me and this was the most expensive 
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one because she is a famous artist and maybe too cocky to take in suggestions from her 
customers.  

R: Do you share things on Instagram? 

V: Yeah, but I don’t try to use it too much. I won’t post my tattoos on purpose there, 
won’t share too much.  

R: What does this platform mean to you? 

V: I did not think about that. I just use it when I am bored. And then I post when I am 
bored or go out somewhere special, I will just post it. I don’t have a certain purpose for 
my usage.  

 

Val was the only interviewee that really elaborated on the stories behind her tattoos, which then 

act as a reminder to not make the same mistakes again or to save herself from pain. The stories 

of her are very personal and revolve around the themes of family, friends, and love. Her family 

knows about her having a tattoo but not that the size is relatively large. She couldn’t say when 

she would show the tattoo to her family, neither did she know when she would be able to come 

out to them about her homosexuality. Conservative attitudes towards tattoos and closure 

towards speaking about them are key characteristics that I continued to encounter with my 

interviewees and their family relationships. Val’s tattoos clearly have very deep and narrative 

power, helping her to form her character and grow stronger as a person.  
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4.3.  Cohen 
 

    

        Picture 14: Cohen during a concert                             Picture 15: A portrait of Cohen 

  

 

Cohen is 35 years old and studied Public Relations and Advertisement. He has been 

working in the field of advertising and design for several years. Next to working five days a 

week at Foxx Network now, music makes up the biggest part of his life and he is mostly 

surrounded by his musician friends or by his colleagues at work, whom he doesn’t know quite 

well, yet. He goes to concerts and live houses and plays bass and guitar in a band. Due to work 

and time issues, he can only perform once every two months in local bars, clubs and tone 

studios. He has a strong interest in Japanese and American culture, especially Japanese anime 

and manga. Many of his friends are tattooed but he himself does not have a tattoo, yet. He has 

been thinking about getting one for a while now and got in touch with a half-Taiwanese tattoo 

artist, who shared his Instagram channel with him to get inspiration on possible motives. Cohen 

found a design he liked on the artist’s Instagram. I talked to him about his plan to get tattooed 

and why he would like to have one.  

 

Socialization 

 

R: So what aspects did you consider before you’re getting tattooed? Work, family 
related things? 
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C: No, not at all. More aspects concerning myself. What I always thought about was… 
will I regret it? Maybe I like the design and I ask myself, do I really want this? I didn’t 
really think too much about work or family. I won’t tell them beforehand, I will just do 
it and tell them afterwards. 

 

Cohen, just like most of the other interviewees, would not mention getting tattooed to his family 

beforehand. To me, this tells a bit about communication patterns within Taiwanese families. 

Plans about getting tattooed are not discussed with the family usually, mostly in order to avoid 

discussions and trouble. This to me reflects strongly that tattoos are still something considered 

unwanted, especially in the elderly generation and that Taiwanese families are still rather 

conservative in their attitudes towards tattoos. 

R: Do you think the fact that many of your friends have tattoos will influence your 
decision? 

C: I do think it influences me. I mean, I saw many of my friends get tattooed but it’s 
more like I enjoy looking at their tattoos. It won’t make me want to get tattooed. I will 
still think about it deeply and consider what I want to get. 

 

Cohen admits that his friends having tattoos does influence his decision in getting tattooed 

himself but it won’t be the main reason. He spends much of his free time with people who are 

tattooed but as Cohen is now 35 years old and has had these friends for a very long time, we 

can consider that he is actually not getting the tattoo because of reasons for belonging to a 

specific group. He has belonged to this circle without having tattoos for many years and is 

considering what he wants to get on his body very carefully. The fear of regret is something 

that Cohen mentioned several times throughout the interview. 

 

R: What do you think is the general perception of tattooed people in Taiwan? 

C: For the generation of my parents… they probably don’t really like it. But Taiwanese 
around 30 and younger, they might accept it. People above 40 maybe not as much…but 
the younger generation is more open-minded. 

 

Taiwanese youth are frequently described as more open-minded throughout the interviews, 

which sets them apart quite strongly from their parents’ generation, as mentioned by the 

interviewees. The birth of the internet and appearance of social media has had a strong 

influence in this development and suggests that this generation of young Taiwanese will shape 
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the following development of perceptions of tattoo culture, as well. Tattoos might become 

something that will be considered even less stigmatized with following generations to come.  

 

Personalization 

 

R: So why do you want to get this thunder cloud now? 

C: I don’t know… it just reminds me of my own emotional way. It’s like me. The mental 
state of the cloud is like my own state. (shows me the design) 

R: But that cloud doesn’t look very happy to 
me. 

C: Yeah. (laughs) 

R: Kind of angry? 

C: It’s like an upset state.  

R: When will you feel this way? 

C: I guess many different things will make me 
feel this way…work, but also when I go out 
with friends. Maybe I am too sensitive. I think 
too much.  

R: Where do you want to get it?                              Picture 16: Cohen’s tattoo design by nitropepsi 

C: Probably here on my upper left arm.                    

R: Why do you want to get it on the left arm?                               

C: There is no real reason…probably because of “男左女右” (“Man left, woman right”).  

 

Cohen is considering getting a tattoo, that reflects his own being, his personality. Throughout 

the interview I got the notion that this cloud does represent Cohen’s nature in several aspects, 

from stating that he considers himself as “un-datable”, which is also his Instagram name, to 

worrying about regret. However, I also got the notion that Cohen needs more time to think 

about this decision as he is not yet quite sure why he chooses the arm and why he actually want 

this particular design.  
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Social Media 

 

R: How do you think has the internet and social media changed Taiwan? 

C: Oh, I think the influence was really big. For Taiwan… I think the same as for the 
whole world. It’s globalisation. Starting from the 90s generation… the internet started 
with our generation. I think, when I look at my parents, they only learned later how to 
use the internet, but we grew up with it. For the youth, it’s something normal. Taiwan 
is a place where technology is really developed. It’s so convenient to buy all these 
internet related products here. Because of the internet, Taiwan developed more quickly. 
Of course not as much as other countries maybe, there might be a delay… 

R: What is your opinion about Instagram? It has become quite important, would you 
agree? 

C: Yes, I think so. I mean back then when my parents started using Facebook…we kind 
of looked for a new platform, where our parents are not on. 

R: Your friends, will they share their tattoos on IG? 

C: Yeah, but just like when they get the tattoo. Some get more and more tattoos. But 
it’s not like they share it just for showing off their tattoos.  

R: What are some of the benefits of IG? 

C: That I can go back and look at my past… it’s like a photo album of my life. Yeah, 
like a diary. IG helps you keep those pictures and memories you really like on one 
platform. The disadvantage is…maybe you will post something that someone shouldn’t 
see. Like once a friend of mine lent me her synthesizer and I posted it on IG. She asked 
me to remove it because another guy who liked her wouldn’t be happy seeing that… a 
bit complicated. 

 

Cohen expressed a view that many other interviewees expressed, too. Tattooed friends do share 

their tattoos on Instagram but it’s not perceived as an act of showing off but more of sharing 

the experience. Motivations behind sharing one’s personal life on social media can be multiple 

but for the most part it is things that people conceive as positive, courageous or unique. Also, 

Cohen sees Instagram as a platform that can be used as a diary, as a digital photo album for 

oneself to go back to in order to remember past moments but with hindsight to being cautious 

of what one is posting. 

Cohen’s motivation to get tattooed is his own interest in tattoos. He likes to see the tattoos of 

his friends, that in the majority all have one, however, this will not be the reason why he wants 

to get tattooed. Indeed, he is surrounded by tattooed people in his free time but they have been 

his friends for many years meaning peer pressure is not likely to be the case for his motivation. 
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On the other hand, his fear of regret is very strong and this fear could be a reason why until 

now he has not decided to get tattooed. At the end of my research, Cohen had still not gotten 

his tattoo, yet, which shows that he might still worry about regretting this decision. The design 

he chose is supposed to show his own self and his tempered being and thus does not reflect his 

personal interests, that are mostly evolving around music and Japanese culture. With hindsight 

to Instagram, Cohen believes that Taiwanese youth are migrating more and more towards this 

social media platform in order to escape the parents who mostly have acquired a Facebook 

page themselves by now. Also, it is a convenient way to document one’s life just as a photo 

album would do it. Sharing tattoo content on Instagram is not perceived as an act of “showing 

off” for Cohen but more sharing the experience and process with friends. It would be interesting 

to see whether or not Cohen will eventually get the tattoo of the angry cloud and whether or 

not he would regret it in the end. Unfortunately, during this research I was not able to document 

this process, which I hoped for.  

  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI: 10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMICS.004.2018.F05

 

60 
 

4.4.  Andria 
 

       

          Picture 17: Andria in the ocean                                  Picture 18: Andria with Peking opera make-up 

 

 

Andria is a 20 year old Taiwanese, whom I noticed in a coffee shop with her friend one 

day. Her tattoos and her short shaved hair caught my attention, she had a very cool and laid 

back style and seemed approachable. She was open to talking to me and so a few months later 

we met up again over a drink in the same coffee shop. Her hair was still very short but had 

grown back a little. She graduated from high school with focus on the arts, but is currently not 

enrolled in any university. She works at a clothing store in Taoyuan to make some money. Her 

friends are all very artsy people, she explained to me and most of them have tattoos. She herself 

got her first tattoo when she was 17 years old and has a total of five pieces now. Andria cares 

a lot about the environment and animals and we quickly realized we had the same sticker “4 

The Turtles” on our laptops, a Taiwanese initiative financing projects for the protection of 

turtles. She loves all kinds of cultures but is especially fascinated about old traditions and 

customs from countries, for instance Mongolian culture. Andria also really likes patterns and 

is into Hippie and Bohemian fashion and style. 
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Intertextualization 

 

R: What made you want to get tattooed? 

A: Since I was small I was really interested in arts and tattoos. Then I saw this one 
movie “Divergent” and really wanted to get a tattoo after watching it.  

R: So in this movie someone had a tattoo that you really liked? 

A: Yes, exactly. The female actress in the movie had this tattoo and she plays this very 
courageous character. I was really eager to get a tattoo after seeing her… as I am very 
much into nature and she had these black hawks… I wanted it, too. That was my first 
one. 

 

   

       Picture 19 – 21: Andria’s tattoos on her arm arms and her chest 

 

Andria is an example of how someone can get inspired to get tattooed by cultural influences, 

in her case the American dystopian science fiction movie Divergent. Andria had been thinking 

about getting tattooed for a while but seeing the female character Beatrice in this movie 

triggered her into taking the step and even getting the same design. It seems as if this movie 

had a strong impact on Andria and her identification with Beatrice gave her the courage to 

tattoo her skin.  

 

Socialization 

 

R: So back then you already had friends with tattoos? 
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A: Oh yeah, my friends all have tattoos. The majority of my friends are male and had 
tattoos earlier than I did, but we also went to get tattooed together.  

R: Do you think they were a big influence? 

A: It’s not because of them that I got the tattoos but more because I myself really like 
it.  

R: Did you talk about it with your family? 

A: Oh yes, my parents both have tattoos. Since I was small my family really had an 
American style of education towards me. They wouldn’t confine or limit me in my 
decision to get tattooed. Actually, after I got tattoos, they also wanted to get tattooed. 
So we went together. My parents, my sister, my cousin… my dad has pretty big ones, 
my mom only has a small butterfly. My mom does cosmetics, my dad is a deliverer.  

R: Do you think this influenced your decision? 

A: Yes, for sure. Because they accepted it, I did not need to worry a lot about it and was 
able to just do it. 

R: So in your family there’s no one who is against tattooing? 

A: Well, there is no one in my family who will keep you from getting tattoos. Maybe 
they will say they don’t like it but they won’t hinder you. 

 

Andria grew up in a more non-conservative Taiwanese family and hearing that her parents 

decided to get tattooed themselves is clearly an exception in the experience of the interviewees 

I have talked to. Andria’s social circle shows strong admiration for tattoo culture, not just her 

family members but also her friends and her boss have tattoos. Being surrounded by this 

supportive network of tattoo-advocates, it is understandable that Andria feels well protected 

and comfortable with her tattoos. She does believe, however, that the general Taiwanese public 

shows stronger non-acceptance towards tattoos. “For instance my cousins …”, Andria 

explained, “people will think they are bad guys because they have tattoos. But I think every 

person has their good sides. So usually people with tattoos will be associated with bad people… 

but there are enough bad people who don’t have tattoos! How can bad people and tattoos always 

be connected!” Andria hopes that in the future Taiwanese society will become more accepting 

towards tattoos and realize that it’s something “normal […] a form of art”.  

R: In daily life, what kind of responds do you get for your tattoos? 

A: From the older folks…they will think “oh, a girl with tattoos”. So what I hear most 
often is, “What is a girl like you, beautiful and with this nice white skin getting tattoos?”. 
And actually I don’t care about what people think about it but what makes me a bit 
upset is when my family, my parents or grandparents will hear other people say these 
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things about me. In those moments I will try to talk to my family about it and tell them 
not to worry about it. But when it comes to younger people, they usually think it’s cool 
and might want tattoos, too. Generally speaking it is the older generation that has a 
problem with it, but even there you can find exceptions. It’s not like they really criticize 
you for it, but they do wonder why you would do such a thing, they can’t really accept 
it.  

R: Do you think it has to do with Confucianism? 

A: It’s definitely a traditional way of thinking. It’s from earlier days when criminals 
and bad people were the ones getting tattooed… But now, it has more to do with arts. 
Because it’s often people from the arts who are tattooed. I always tell my grandmother, 
you know outside of Taiwan it’s not such a big deal, people accept it! They also achieve 
things. It’s not just bad kids who get tattooed.  

R: So for you, tattoo is art. 

A: Yes, for me it’s a big form of art.  

 

Personalization 

 

R: After you got your first tattoo, did you feel something changed about you? 

A: For me personally, tattoos give me a sense of security. Others might think like, why 
would you get a tattoo, but for me, even if not every tattoo has a bigger meaning or 
story, they do give me a feeling of ease…of calmness. 

R: Why do you think you feel like this? 

A: I am also not really sure but every time I go home and take a shower, I see my tattoos 
and I don’t regret it, I think of all the different periods in my life. I feel calm, relaxed 
and have a sense of…yes, I can go forward.  

R: Do you think your tattoos give you more self-confidence or make you more beautiful? 

A: I think so. I mean I used to be this small girl but growing up, I realize what things I 
really like, what my own style is. Maybe in Taiwan people can’t easily accept a girl like 
me, for instance, when I shaved my hair off… I did not have any hair and the guys 
really found it hard to accept. It’s our culture. Also with the tattoos… it’s more about 
what I want, what I like. Finding my own style. If you don’t like me, that’s fine because 
I like myself. I mean…boys in Taiwan, maybe they think it’s cool what I’m doing but 
they still won’t like it really. But I don’t mind, I like it. 

 

Andria knows that she is not the norm in Taiwanese society. Shaving her hair off, having tattoos 

and just following her own style is not practiced by everyone in the more conformist Taiwanese 

environment. But she feels more at ease with her tattoos, they act like a protection shield for 
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her in a surrounding where a traditional way of thinking is still persistent. Andria also feels 

more beautiful with her tattoos even though, as she mentioned, Taiwanese society celebrates 

fair white skin. The fact that Andria does have very white and fine skin and still decides to get 

it tattooed, shows that she doesn’t let herself be influenced by Taiwanese society’s beauty 

standards. Also, knowing that her style goes very much against what Taiwanese men would 

consider beautiful, shows a strong will and self-confidence, that are enhanced through her 

tattoos.  

 

Social Media 

 

R: Do you think social media’s role is big when it comes to tattoos in Taiwan? 

A: Yes, I think the influence of social media is strong. Earlier, Facebook was pretty big 
but now Instagram is more important for the youth. You can comfortably see stuff from 
all over the world, also you can really focus on special aspects and search things. For 
example, myself, I follow many people who post stuff that is my style…or tattoo artists. 
Young people like to share a lot. Also, the possibility that you can see posts from people 
from all over the world really broadens your vision and you realize, oh, others are like 
this, too. Social media is a big influence. Because when you look at the news, maybe 
they will still focus on those traditional views and report that criminals and mafia have 
tattoos….that will influence people’s opinion. But if people see a different view, then 
people will feel different about it. Media’s influence is big. 

R: You follow tattoo artists on social media? 

A: Yes, especially a few girls who have the style I like. Maybe some of them have 
tattoos themselves and I will follow them. I will also follow people who draw to get 
some inspiration.  

R: Will you share your tattoos on IG? 

A: No, usually not. I won’t deliberately take a picture of my tattoo and post it. Yeah, 
usually people who have no tattoos might find it strange if you just post a picture of 
your tattoo and will comment on it… like “Why would you post this? You want 
everyone to see your tattoo?”. Yeah, like even when we get tattooed, we will just post 
it on instastory.  

R: So if you share stuff on Instagram, it’s more for your friends? 

A: Yeah, to make others happy! Sometimes I will also share some deeper sentiments, 
moods with my friends or for myself to later look back at. I will share things consciously. 
But instastory is for daily stuff.  

R: What I often hear is that IG is like a diary. 
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A: Yeah, exactly! It’s like a documentation of things. You can go back in time and see 
what you did. And it’s a bit more private than Facebook, I think. Facebook is more like 
watching news now. Or environmental things… I do care about this a lot. And animals. 

 

Andria points something out that I mentioned in the Literature Review section earlier. 

Traditional media are still in a way perpetuating old stigma that are attached to tattoos whilst 

social media has the power to transport personal messages from the individual to the broader 

public. Social media, especially Instagram now, is having a strong impact on Taiwanese society 

and the youth love to share their everyday life with their friends. Almost all of my interviewees 

believe that sharing their tattoos just for the sake of showing off is not something desirable to 

do. Andria, too, believes that sharing the experience of getting tattooed is something you might 

want to share on instastory, a post that people can see for 24 hours but not longer. She prefers 

to post more meaningful things on her Instagram account, that reflect her inner world. Andria 

is an important example of how people use social media to not just “blindly” post things but 

how an individual uses an online platform to document their life, their messages and share them 

with others to perhaps start a meaningful discussion. 

In conclusion, Andria is a young individual that finds herself surrounded by tattooed family 

and friends. Her cultural interests and values are imprinted on her skin, that make her feel safe 

and beautiful. She knows that especially the elderly Taiwanese usually do not have an 

understanding about why she would tattoo her fair white skin, something that is very desired 

in Taiwanese society. However, she feels free to modify her body and uses it as a way to express 

her style. Andria believes everyone is different and has the right to express themselves the way 

they want to. Lastly, she hopes that tattoo culture won’t become something that “each and every 

one gets”, as it would become meaningless.   
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4.5.  Jarvis 
 

    

      Picture 22: Jarvis giving a presentation                        Picture 23: Jarvis standing next to a car 

  

 

Jarvis is 23 years old and graduated from National Chengchi University in 2017. His 

major was Economics and together with a few older friends, he now founded a start-up 

company. Jarvis describes himself as a very busy person as he puts most of his free time into 

the start-up and is preparing for an exam to get into a Business Administration Master degree 

at National Taiwan University. Next to reading a lot about business, management and 

economics, he likes to go to the gym, work out and swim. He usually never goes to concerts 

but listens a lot to international EDM (Electronic Dance Music), DJs and underground Rap. He 

classifies his friends into three groups: Friends that he met through his company and the 

business world – people who want to study in the US and that he describes as hardworking; 

then friends who share similar taste in music as him and listen to Hip Hop and Rap and then 

finally, friends he met at the gym and like to work out. He watches soaps like “Suits” and 

“Westworld” on Netflix and prefers American action movies, such as “Iron Man” and 

“American Captain”. His clothes are leisurely but business orientated – Jarvis tells me, he 

cannot stand the Hipster style that so many are following these days. 
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Socialization 

 

R: Did you talk about your tattoos with your family? 

J: They don’t agree. I discussed it with my mom before and she said she would never 
speak to me again if I got one. But I know that she was just exaggerating. Her heart is 
very soft, she just says that but doesn’t mean it. I continued to tell her that I will go get 
one until the moment she finally accepted it and said “Ok, fine!”. 

R: What about your father? 

J: I haven’t told him but I think he saw it. He didn’t say anything. My dad is very old 
school, very traditional. I don’t think my mom talked to him about it because he would 
get angry. Taiwanese parents are very traditional, I don’t know how it is in other 
countries but parents here will give their children requirements, they will make them 
do what they want, not what the children want. Do you know the saying “身體髮膚受

之父母“? Many old people think we have our body because our mom gave it to us and 
that’s why we can’t hurt our body. But I think this is crazy. I don’t agree. “身體是我

的” (“My body is mine”). I think I can do with it what I want.  

 

Jarvis repeats a very common saying in Taiwanese society that several of my interviewees 

brought up during the interviews: “身體髮膚受之父母“ (“Our bodies - to every hair and bit of 

skin - are received by us from our parents”). It does speak for the fact that Confucian thought 

and values are still rooted in Taiwanese society today and that the youth are still somewhat 

familiar with these concepts. They do not play a big role to my interviewees however,  and in 

my online survey with more than 120 participants most people said they weren’t really sure in 

what way these ideas influenced their decision to get tattooed. They are rooted in Taiwanese 

society but new ways of thinking are incorporated, that contribute to forming a new Taiwanese 

identity. 

 

R: What do your friends think of your tattoos? 

J: Oh, I never asked them. Because my friends are mostly in the business scene, like 
bankers, consultants… they think tattoos are not good for work. If your boss sees it, it’s 
not good. So that’s why they won’t get tattoos. But I think… I don’t really have big 
ones. I just don’t want to support this kind of mind-set. I kind of want to fight against 
these stereotypes and stigma by having tattoos and working in the business world. It’s 
a possibility.  

R: When you got the tattoos, did you think about it a lot? 
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J: Yes, I thought about it for a long time because I was worried I would regret it. From 
the first idea to the design and then getting the tattoo it took around a year. I looked on 
IG, actually my whole Instagram is full with tattoos. I post very seldom (showing me 
some tattoo designs he likes, they are different styles and artists from different countries, 
such as Old School, but also very realistic style of European art). Here, I love this one, 
Leonardo da Vinci’s “The Last Supper” on the whole back. 

 

Jarvis sees himself in the position to work against stereotypes and stigma that still prevail in 

Taiwanese society. Having tattoos but aiming very high in the business world, he wants to 

show his colleagues that tattoos do not mean you cannot work hard and achieve things. He also 

contributes to diversifying tattoo culture in the sense that it’s not just criminals, underground 

people, neither just people from the art scene that have them. Thus, tattoo culture is slowly 

infiltrating all spheres of Taiwanese society.  

 

Personalization 

 

   

  Picture 24 – 25: Jarvis’ tattoos on his left arm and leg 

 

R: How many tattoos do you have? 

J: I have two. One is on my left leg, the other is on the left under arm. It’s a man who 
takes off a mask that reveals a black hole. The reason why I have this tattoo is because 
when we start working, everybody starts to wear a mask. Like, maybe I meet you today 
but I am not like I used to be before. We get more closed up, we put on a mask. We 
don’t communicate directly anymore. And we might realise we lost ourselves. So even 
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when we take off the mask we might not really know who we are. It’s because of this 
society that we have to wear a mask to face other people. Our job, our parents, our 
clients, our girlfriend. It’s tough.  

R: So do you think you yourself are also wearing this mask? 

J: With this tattoo I want to remind myself to not wear this mask. And to remind myself 
that perhaps others, when they talk to me, they might wear a mask. Because me myself, 
I really like to make friends and I easily trust people. But other people are probably not 
so good hearted, they might be evil. Yes, so I just want to remind myself to not become 
such a person and also not to trust others too quickly. We knew our dreams as kids but 
when the time goes by we lose it…we can’t find it again. Because of the society… 
sometimes it’s impossible to follow your dreams.  

R: Does it have to do with Taiwanese society specifically? 

J: Because I grew up in Taiwan… I mean, I went to Japan, Thailand, Hong Kong… just 
Asia. But I haven’t been to America. From when I grew up to now, I could only see in 
books and movies how the cultures in other countries work. Maybe America doesn’t 
have this education system with a lot of pressure but in Taiwan we have lots of tests, 
we have to get high and good scores. The cultures are not the same. But I think after we 
get jobs, we will all kind of forget what we wanted.  

R: Why did you choose these places on your body for your tattoos? 

J: Oh.. because it looks good! And the spots I chose are not too obvious. When my 
sleeve is down, you can’t see it but when it’s up you do. I think it’s sexy. For my legs, 
I can cover it with long pants but show it with short pants. I can hide both of them if I 
want.  

R: Do you want more tattoos? 

J: Yes, but this one, I chose it because I like the design and the other I got because it is 
a reminder. So, if I learn more during my life and have new reminders I will put them 
on my body. If I have more experiences in my life that move me deeply, I might put 
them on my body. Important things in life. I want to become a consultant at McKenzie, 
that’s my dream job. So if I finish that goal I want to get a tattoo designed for that goal. 
My dream job.  

 

Most of the interviewees will explain that their tattoos act either as a reminder or are something 

that the person finds aesthetically pleasing and beautiful. As for the placement of the tattoos it 

becomes clear that most of my interviewees have no specific reason why they chose a particular 

place on their body. It seems to be an inner feeling that tells them this place would look good 

but this place is also easy to conceal. Most interviewees do consider that they might need to 

hide their tattoos in the work place and thus choosing a rather not too obvious body part for 

their tattoo has importance. Especially for Jarvis, who sees himself as an example to prove 
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people wrong who believe tattooed people can’t be successful, this still plays a role as he aims 

to work for one of the world’s biggest consultant companies one day.  

R: Did you feel different after obtaining your tattoo?  

J: I think the first tattoo makes you feel different but later… when you get more, you 
kind of won’t feel it anymore because it’s part of your body unless you look into the 
mirror. You forget about it. Sometimes you will be like “Oh! I have a tattoo?!”.  

R: So you didn’t feel like your identity changed or you got more self-confident? 

J: Just a tiny bit! The tattoo is part of my identity, it does feel like it. Because these 
tattoos represent something of who you are or what you stand for. That feeling. 

 

Social Media 

 

R: Do you often look at IG? 

J: Yes, often. I look a lot at tattoo and workout content, shoes… like trendy stuff, Nike, 
Adidas, mainstream culture.  

R: But you don’t post a lot? 

J: No, see, I only have 18 posts but I have been using it for 2 years. I am just using it to 
collect some stuff. But recently I have been starting to think that I should manage my 
Instagram. Because I think if anyone wants to know you, they will visit your IG first. 
Yeah, to check out your life, make people think “Oh this guy is really cool, I want to 
get to know him!”. But if I don’t have anything on there, they will think I have no 
interesting life. 

R: Isn’t that sad? 

J: It’s so weird. Because my focus lies at doing business. I have no time to manage my 
IG. I don’t know what to do.  

R: So do you think because so many of your friends are using IG now, that you yourself 
have to share more, too? Is there sort of a pressure? 

J: No, I think about it differently. It’s more like marketing. Marketing for me. Yeah, 
like a brand and we will market ourselves to everyone. You know like Nike? Instagram 
is a marketing channel for myself. That’s how I think about it. 

 

Jarvis brings up a different understanding of Instagram in comparison to the other respondents. 

His way of thinking reflects his interest in business and marketing, thus seeing Instagram as a 

platform to market oneself and show people what kind of person one is, what one has to offer. 

He mentioned to me that Instagram is also a platform to “meet beautiful girls”, which also 
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explains why he would like to present himself more. Jarvis underlines an important point, 

however, which is that in today’s world people put a lot of time and energy into portraying 

themselves online in order to get recognition. Furthermore, it is common to log onto social 

media and search for people we want to get to know better, find information about them – a 

phenomenon sometimes referred to as “stalking”. This term is often used in everyday 

conversation with a non-serious connotation but does hold strong potential to become a 

problematic practice. How desirable is it to post one’s life on social media and what benefits 

does it truly hold? I believe that this question divides many people and also Taiwanese youth 

are in a state of confusion about whether or not to invest precious time in “marketing oneself”, 

as Jarvis illustrates.  

Jarvis is strongly interested in the business world and with his tattoos, he wants to remind 

himself to stay true to himself and be careful when encountering others. One of his tattoos acts 

as this reminder and the other one he attained because of his love for geometrics. Again, we 

find the themes of reminders and interests in the motivation for getting tattooed. Jarvis wants 

to fight against stereotypes and show Taiwanese society that also someone with tattoos can be 

hardworking and successful. In his social circle he is one of the few who has tattoos and his 

family has a conservative standpoint towards tattoos. He believes nonetheless that his body 

belongs to himself and that it is his free choice to do with it whatever he pleases.  
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4.6.  Gigi 
 

    

     Picture 26: Gigi’s tattoo on her right arm                       Picture 27: A portrait of Gigi 

  

 

Gigi is in her third year studying Psychology at National Chengchi University and 21 

years old. She lives in the dorms and finds the study environment to be a very safe space for 

her, where people accept her style and her having tattoos. I approached her at Louisa Café near 

our campus, where she often sits with her laptop, sometimes accompanied by her boyfriend. 

She stands out among a crowd with her colourful and happy style. She got her four tattoos 

when she was 20 years old and they resemble herself and her fashion. She is the only one with 

tattoos in her NCCU friend circle but met quite a few tattooed people during her work and 

travel experience. Gigi could not quite tell me which cultures she is interested in, it was a 

question she found hard to answer but in general she likes to go work out and swim, listen to 

music, be outside with her friends and go travel. Her preferred style of music is soft Taiwanese 

Rap. Also, she checks Instagram daily and follows several tattoo artists who reflect her taste 

and style. Gigi shares instastories regularly that are, just like her own style, very creative and 

fun to watch.  
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Intertextualization 

 

R: Gigi, could you first introduce yourself? Who are you, what do you like? 

Y: So… I really like music, I really like Hip Hop and Rap. There is this company called 
顏社 KAO! Inc. for example. The people there have a lot of tattoos themselves, I do 
think it influenced me on one part. I am a very open-minded person, I like to make 
friends. I go to the gym at NCCU but recently I am busy with studies to prepare for the 
master degree. 

Gigi is the second interviewee after Jarvis to mention KAO! Inc. to me, a company that focuses 

on the local Taiwanese Rap scene. This company is very active on social media and they feature 

Taiwanese artists who embrace fusions of styles from African-American Rap scene to Reggae 

Rastafari or European Hipster culture. Gigi mentions that their style did influence her in 

deciding to get tattooed which again underlines the importance of online culture and culture in 

general.  

 

Socialization 

 

R: Do you think people have certain stigma towards your tattoos? 

Y: I think here at NCCU it’s okay. People are young and open-minded, tattoos are more 
ubiquitous and normal now. They used to be connected to criminals and the 
underground scene, people used to think you need to be like that in order to have tattoos 
but today it’s different and the youth know it’s not that strongly connected anymore. 
There are different styles, more colours, so here I think it’s okay. But the elderly 
generation still has that opinion.  

 

Personalization 

   
Picture 28 – 30: Gigi’s tattoos 
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R: Could you tell me a bit about your tattoos? 

Y: The first one I got last year in November, I was still 20 when I got them. The first 
one is the face on my arm and the other three I all got at the same time.  

R: Why did you get them? 

Y: So, beginning from my teenage years I was already really interested in tattoos. I 
started to think about it but I only got it when I was 20. So this one (the face) is supposed 
to be me and remind me of myself when I was 20 because that year was really special 
to me, I had a lot going on and really had focus in my life. Last year in the summer 
vacation I went to Green Island for one month to do work and travel. I worked at a 
hostel where I got food and accommodation in return. Many young Taiwanese like to 
do this sort of thing. So I just chose Green Island and I was very happy there. And you 
know…the original Green Island people there, a lot of them have tattoos and are open-
minded and very warm-hearted. So I wanted to kind of be a little bit like that…. After 
I came back to Taiwan I started my third year and started to intern, that work was also 
really nice. I was doing marketing, I liked it a lot and felt like my 20th year was very 
special.  

 

Gigi’s story shows that the people in our surroundings can have a great influence in motivating 

oneself to get tattooed. With Gigi we can see that she was somewhat driven by the people she 

met on Green Island, people who were “tattooed and kind-hearted”, who embraced a life style 

that Gigi could identify with and wanted to embrace herself. By tattooing her skin, she wants 

“to be a bit like them”, belong to a special group of people that she met on Green Island.  

 

R: What about the other ones? 

Y: These ones I got all together and they don’t really have a story. It’s more because I 
liked the design. 

R: Last year when you got your first tattoo, was there any difference you felt after 
obtaining it? 

Y: I think…a little bit. Because this feeling… I have to think…. It’s a proud 
feeling…when others see my tattoos, and they have a big meaning for me, I think it 
looks good. So it’s a good feeling. 

R: Do you think it makes you more confident, more beautiful? 

Y: Oh, yes, yes. 

R: Why did you chose these places for your tattoos? 

Y: There is no special reason, it’s basically because I like these spots.  

R: After you got your tattoos…what was the biggest difference? 
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Y: The biggest change… I think it added more confidence to myself. When others see 
them…it feels good. I can show other people my style. It makes me more confident. I 
do think I am already a confident person. I just like to show my style, also when it 
comes to fashion.  

 

Gigi feels more confident and more beautiful with her tattoos and, just like most of my other 

interviewees, there is no greater reason why she chose the places on her body for the tattoos. It 

seems to boil down to aesthetics and each individual’s perception of what design and which 

body part is most attractive. Gigi seems to enjoy the attention she gets for her tattoos, as well 

and the fact that it represents her fashion style. As she got all of these tattoos after she turned 

20 years, a year where she had experienced things that had a big impact on her, all of these 

tattoos seem to be a statement of a rite of passage – growing up, finding herself. 
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4.7.  Jimmy 
 

    

        Picture 31: A self-portrait of Jimmy                           Picture 32: Jimmy during a tattoo session 

  

 

Jimmy is a 29 year old tattoo artist who has his own studio on the fourth floor of an 

apartment building in Taipei, where he also resides. He started tattooing two years ago after he 

bought his own equipment and started teaching himself how to use the machine and create 

designs. Since then he has tattooed over a thousand people. His preferred style is American 

Old School and he will regularly post his designs and finished work pieces on Instagram. 

Jimmy has lost count of how many tattoos he has on his own body but estimates that there must 

be around 30 to 40 pieces. When I asked him about his cultural interest and his hobbies, he told 

me that he is mostly interested in American culture and likes to listen to Old School Rock, such 

as ACDC, Nirvana, The Doors and Sum41. In his free time he will draw a lot, research about 

art, look at comics and cartoons or binge watch TV shows.  

 

Intertextualization 

 

R: In what way was Taiwanese tattoo culture influenced from outside? 

J: The earliest influence Taiwanese tattoo culture received came from Japan. Traditional 
Japanese style. But Taiwan developed its own taishi (台式) style, that has its own 
flavour, so to say. The difference to Japanese is a bit different… you might not see it in 
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the beginning, only with a good eye. Also, the tattoo scene in China is developing very 
quickly…there are so many good Chinese tattoo artists. But some Chinese will ask 
Taiwanese artists to come to China to do tattoos over there.  

R: So Japanese tattoo culture influenced Taiwanese quite a bit. 

J: Yes, because we were a colony but also because of its near geographical distance and 
also old Japanese movies had an influence…like totem and traditional motives were 
integrated.  

 

As pointed out in the Literature Review before, Jimmy explains that Japanese tattoo art has had 

a big influence in Taiwanese tattoo culture. The integration of Japanese style drawing and 

Japanese symbols can be found throughout Taiwan’s tattoo scene, even though it is sometimes 

hard to distinguish whether or not it is truly Japanese as Japan has received strong cultural 

influence from China in its history, as well. There is definitely a fusion of cultures and 

Taiwanese are not just going for Westernized tattoos but also East Asian motives. During the 

Tattoo Convention in Kaoshiung I was able to watch a tattoo performance, where Taiwanese 

men and women displayed their body art and showcased whole-body pieces ranging from neck 

to feet, covering the arms or sometimes just their whole back. The full body pieces were almost 

exclusively featuring Chinese, Taiwanese or Japanese motives, from spirits and Gods like 觀

音(Guanyin) or 鍾馗 (Zhongkui), to dragons, flames, snakes, and waves. Japanese culture is 

still very popular in Taiwan, which is why designs of Koi fish, Oni masks or cherry blossoms 

are frequently tattooed here. 

 

     

                                     Picture 33 – 35: Jimmy’s tattoo designs 
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Picture 36 – 38: More of Jimmy’s tattoo designs 

 

Socialization 

 

R: When did you get your first tattoo? 

J: When I was 17 years old. 

R: Did you ask your parents? 

J: No, no. I just went to get them. But now they know it since it’s so obvious. So more 
than ten years ago, when I got my first one, Taiwan’s perception of tattoos wasn’t that 
good, it was still very much looked down upon. People with tattoos were believed to be 
gangsters or evil people, criminals. That was the main perception back then but in those 
past ten years, this has slowly changed. And since I have been doing this job, I met 
people from all kinds of fields who got tattoos. Teachers, law students, people who read 
a lot of books and are completely the opposite of criminals. 

R: When did this new wave of tattooing start in Taiwan? 

J: Around ten years ago I would say. Kind of parallel to the beginning of the internet. 
It helped introduce this culture more. 

R: What kind of attitude do Taiwanese have towards tattoos? 

J: I think you can split it into two kinds. On one hand the more elderly people… who 
believe that tattoos will break or hurt your skin. We have a saying that goes “身體髮膚

受之父母“. So they will think it’s not good to destroy your skin. Then again others 
might think it has more to do with arts and self-expression. These two attitudes. 

R: That has to do with Confucianism, right? 

J: Yeah, I think for those Taiwanese above 50 it still plays a role. The younger 
generation is more accepting now and many have travelled or lived in foreign countries, 
received Western influence, so that also plays a role.  

R: Do you think this perception of “hurting the body” with tattoos is still common? 

J: Not very common, no. I think only a few people think that way nowadays. Very few. 
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R: Individualism is more the thing now, right? 

J: Yeah, I think now young people are more American in a way… you know, they want 
to have their own style, express themselves. So there is more acceptance now.  

 

This perception of the new Taiwanese generation being or becoming more Americanized is an 

observation many make in Taiwan and that I came across in several conversations. 

Undoubtedly, this has to do with globalisation and American mainstream culture infiltrating 

most of our lives nowadays. With this infiltration comes the concern of losing Taiwanese 

traditions and culture, which is justified. However, as we can see in some of the above tattoo 

designs that Jimmy did, Taiwanese are not only embracing American culture on their bodies 

but also traditional Taiwanese, Chinese or Japanese culture. 

R: Do you feel like people have a certain attitude towards you in everyday life? 

J: No, I think the stigma are not too strong anymore. I mean in everyday life, maybe 
someone will come approach you and ask why you decide to have so many tattoos on 
your body. I will tell them that I am a tattoo artist and they will be like “Oh, well then 
I understand – of course you yourself have many if you do this.” So usually people are 
just curious.  

R: Your customers…are they more male or female? 

J: I would say it’s around 60% female and 40% male. I think women love tattoo art 
even more. I am not sure why. But I think women like to express themselves artistically 
more than men.  

R: Do you think the work of the tattoo artist is more popular now? 

J: Yeah I think so… it has also to do with the internet. There’s a lot of advertising for 
tattoos and people want to follow their passions more. 

 

Social Media 

 

R: Concerning your tattoo clients… why do they usually want tattoos? 

J: Some of them just simply want to get a tattoo because they like it, others they will 
have a personal story or meaning for as why they get it. And a third group is people that 
draw tattoos and share them online, on IG and want people to see the beauty of it.  

R: So social media really influences contemporary tattoo culture here. 

J: Oh yes, very much so. Especially Instagram. 
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According to Jimmy and the other interviewees, Instagram has undoubtedly become one of the 

main information search engines and platforms for Taiwanese youth, not only for information 

concerning tattoo culture but also for other aspects of life, such as fashion, lifestyle, 

entertainment and communication. Its convenience and simple design are straight forward, 

quick and thus fit “perfectly” into today’s youth’s short attention span.  

Jimmy, who is a self-taught tattoo artist shares many of the viewpoints my other interviewees 

had. An interesting observation that he mentioned to me, the fact that it’s more women 

nowadays than men that get tattooed is something that cannot just be observed in Taiwan but 

also in Western societies. If it truly has to do with the fact that women like to express 

themselves creatively more is left open for discussion but as mentioned in the Literature 

Review, it is also being connected with former bodily abuse and women trying to regain control 

over their own body.  
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4.8.  Jasper and Sydney 
 

   

      Picture 39: Jasper getting tattooed by Sydney               Picture 40: Jasper and Sydney after the session 

  

 

During my visit at the Tattoo Convention in Kaohsiung I was able to get the contacts 

of Sydney and Jasper who had planned a tattoo session at the Southside Tattoo Shop on one of 

the evenings I was there. Jasper got his first tattoo that day and he approved to answer a couple 

of my questions during the process. Jasper is 26 years old and comes from Tainan. He works 

in the production management of a textile company and likes to do fitness, play billiard, listen 

to music and go shopping in his free time. He has a strong interest in tattoos and thus decided 

to finally take the step and get one himself. He chose the design carefully and wanted the tattoo 

to be placed closest to his heart. Jasper is a very thoughtful and diligent person, who believes 

that the body is the most precious treasure of life and that the body is dominated by the heart. 

Making himself a better person is his main goal. Sydney is 23 years old and has been working 

at Southside Tattoo for almost three years now. She has a total of six tattoos on her arms, her 

back, her stomach and behind her right ear. She got the first one when she entered the tattoo 

traineeship. Besides tattooing, she is a part-time model and regularly shares her model pictures 

and tattoo art on Instagram. She likes to listen to very rhythmic and psychedelic but also more 

downbeat music. Sydney doesn’t like the way some people will stare at her and her tattoos in 

the MRT but she does feel like she became more brave after obtaining them. She feels like her 

tattoos have become part of her own body, that make her feel amazing, as she describes. 
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Socialization 

 

R: Do some of your friends post tattoo related stuff on IG? 

J: Yeah, but also not too much. Maybe when they got the tattoo on that day, they will 
share it. I think Taiwanese society is still not that open that people will share it too much. 
We are still quite traditional and our bosses might not like it. Maybe for the younger 
generation they will think it is art but older people won’t accept it, they don’t understand 
what meanings it could have. 

S: Yeah and they still believe that the body is something that your parents gave you.  

J: But for me, my body is my body. I don’t want to tell my parents, I don’t want to fight. 
I do it for myself. A friend of mine got into big trouble with his family because he got 
tattoos. I think with mine…they won’t be happy about it but after seeing it a couple of 
times, they would learn to live with it. Taiwan is changing! Of course it’s not like in the 
US or other foreign countries. It also depends which environment you are in but slowly 
people are becoming more accepting because it really becomes more ubiquitous 
nowadays. […] Older generations they still connect it with evil people, with criminality 
or with some mean, mobbing guys. People will still think “Oh he has a tattoo, so he 
must be tough, evil, etc.”. I don’t think you should judge people by their appearance. 
Look at his character, his personality. But some people in Taiwan still have this attitude 
“以偏概全“ (take a part for the whole / generalize).  

 

The concept that the body is something that has been given to you by your parents and should 

thus not be harmed, is still rooted in the younger Taiwanese generation although it has 

somewhat lost its significance as media is perpetuating messages of consumption, 

individualization, and body modification, whether it be surgery or tattoo art. During my stay in 

Kaohsiung for instance, I noticed an large-scale advertisement billboard in the MRT with two 

Taiwanese models on it, the male one clearly being covered with tattoos. The body in Taiwan 

seems to continuously become more of a self-owned belonging that is free to be modified and 

less something that belongs to the parents and descendants. For Jasper, his body is his body, 

meaning he is free to define himself however he wants to. 

 

Personalization 

 

R: What motivates people to get tattooed? 

S: I think many people are really easy to look at what others have and then choose that 
for themselves. But I think not every style fits everyone.  
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J: For me, I chose this design because I am a person who often lacks a feeling of 
direction in his life. I am someone who might be easily influenced by others… so when 
I thought of my tattoo design, I wanted to get something that stands for direction and 
calmness. So that’s why choose the compass, for direction. It’s supposed to guide my 
way forward in everyday life. The safety buoy and the anchor stand for grounding and 
the power of stability for me, to remind myself not to be disturbed by gossip. I know a 
lot of people choose this motive as tattoos but for me they symbolize these things. So 
first I thought about what I want to put on my body, what meaning it should have, before 
actually getting it. 

S: I think that’s really good because I do have customers who just come into the store 
and say “I want exactly this”, just pointing at a design they found online. For me that’s 
quiet uncreative, you are just getting something that someone else already has. Also, 
it’s not something I as an artist created, why should I put this on someone? 

J: I mean you can go online first and look for some inspiration, do research. Then go to 
the artist and talk it through with them, listen to what they have to say about it. Find 
your own design because I would really not like to be the same as anyone else. 

S: Exactly! 

 

Sydney has, like many other tattoo artists I spoke to, a strong opinion towards people who “just 

find their design online”. Tattoo artists appreciate it when their customers do online research, 

however, just getting the same design that someone else has, is not something they generally 

support. At the Tattoo Convention in Kaohsiung, I had the chance to speak to a Malaysian 

tattoo artist, who shared with me his thoughts on this issue. Too many people, in his opinion, 

just copy what they see online and don’t put enough own creativity in their ideas and designs. 

It commonly happens at his store in Kuala Lumpur, he told me and he will be rather reluctant 

to tattoo someone else’s work.  

 

R: Do you feel different already now that you have a tattoo? 

J: A different feeling… yes, sure! It’s a feeling of… I am not the same person anymore. 
I am different to before. The person I was before wanted to have more direction and 
now that I put this on my body, I feel like I have more of a direction. You know, when 
I will go home, take off my clothes and take a shower, I will see this tattoo now that 
will remind me of these things. It’s like a reminder. So when I will be troubled, I hope 
that I can look at this tattoo and feel different. 

 

I do not doubt that Jasper felt different after obtaining his tattoo, however, I cannot estimate 

how much his answer was influenced by the fact that the tattoo artist was present. For Jasper 
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the tattoo acts primarily as a reminder. He wants to put something on his body that will make 

him remember to stay grounded and clear in his life, it is less about beautifying his body.  

 

Social Media 

 

R: Do you think Instagram can influence people to get tattooed? 

J: I think people are usually mostly influenced by the people around them, their 
environment. Not too much by the internet or what’s going on online. What a stranger 
tells you won’t have such an impact as when a friend speaks to you.  

R: Did you use IG to look for some inspiration? 

J: Yeah, I used different platforms. Instagram, some websites, tattoo artist’s pages…To 
see what I like, what style I might want. But it’s not like I found exactly what I wanted 
online, so I still think it’s important to talk to the artist. But I mean, if you find 
something online that you really totally like, just get it, don’t overthink it too much.  

S: It’s really bad if they just want something they found online… 

J: If you have this impulse then just go with it.  

R: Do you use IG a lot, Jasper? 

J: Oh yes, I use it every day. It’s more convenient than Facebook I think, not so much 
advertising and you can directly search for what you’re interested in. I think IG is 
really the thing for Taiwanese now. Facebook shows too much stuff you don’t want to 
see. On IG you can follow and unfollow people as you like. 

 

Instagram definitely turns out to be one of the most important platforms for my interviewees 

when it comes to researching tattoo designs and inspiration. Whilst some believe it is fine to 

take designs they found online, others, such as Sydney, oppose this strongly. Everyone has a 

different opinion on this, but most of the participants use Instagram on a daily basis. It turns 

out, however, that none of the participants would agree they got tattooed because they saw 

someone on social media having tattoos. Seeing beautiful or good-looking designs on social 

media can nonetheless create desire and inspiration. For Jasper social media does not influence 

him that strongly, he believes. It is more the personal connection one has in life, the people 

around oneself, that have stronger impact on you. For instance, Jasper himself got first 

motivated to get tattooed in September last year because a friend of his got a tattoo back then. 
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Two months after obtaining his tattoo, I asked Jasper again how he felt about it, now that a 

few months had passed. He told me that the tattoo has become part of his body, he “got used 

to it”. He continued explaining that it’s not the tattoo that changed him as a person as he is still 

the same, however, when he looks at it, he remembers what it stands for, why he got it and this 

will give him strength to move on, remind him what he wants in life, which is staying focused 

and grounded.  
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4.9.  Holy Mighty 
 

    

    Picture 41: Holy Mighty’s tattoos                                   Picture 42: Holy Mighty playing at a concert 

 

 

Holy Mighty is 30 years old, studied Design and until recently worked in a common 

9am to 5pm office job. Together with two other friends, he now opened a tattoo parlour in the 

South of Taipei, where they also sell handcrafts and coffee. He has only started tattooing one 

year ago, but for many years his big passion has been drawing – a passion that was strongly 

influenced by the 1970s American comic “A Story, A Story” by Gail E. Haley which he read 

a lot as a child. He used to sell t-shirts that had Holy Mighty’s designs on before, but he wanted 

to create something more lasting. Music has been a big part of Holy Mighty’s life since he 

started playing the bass in 2009. During his university studies he and his roommate would listen 

to American punk and write songs together. Now, he still regularly plays with his band called 

Rusty Rifles but all in all leads a very simple life, even a bit dull, as he says. He doesn’t go out 

too much and will spend most of his time inside drawing, designing and working on other 

handcraft projects.   
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Intertextualization 

 

R: Hi Holy Mighty. Could you introduce yourself a little, what kind of things you like? 

H: Hi, so I am Holy Mighty and since I was young, I really like Punk, for example the 
bands Rancid, Social Distortion, and Bare Religion…they are all from California. Yeah, 
their attitude and spirit really influenced me quite deeply. They know what they stand 
for and what they want. From 2009 I started to play in a band, back then I was still a 
student. I didn’t know yet what I wanted to do with my life at that time but this kind of 
culture really attracted me. So I started to be more creative and just took life the way it 
was coming… write songs, draw pictures. 

R: What kind of cultures are you interested in? 

H: I think mostly American culture. Like my own tattoos… you know Eminem? He is 
kind of my tattoo idol. His tattoos are quite special. I researched them and other styles 
a bit. Taiwan’s tattoo scene now is pretty developed, you have all kinds of styles. It’s 
not like before….it’s not so isolated and traditional anymore. Not like before when you 
only had mostly Japanese inspired designs. Now there’s more exchange with other 
styles, more influences. All kinds of cultures can be transferred onto your body now, 
all kinds of life related things, new cultures. Maybe… some people just get it because 
they think it looks good, but for others there’s also a big meaning behind it. It doesn’t 
matter. You can put on yourself whatever you like as long as it means something to you. 
What others think is really not important. 

R: When and why did you get your tattoos? 

H: This one is an African leopard. It is a character from the cartoon I really like called 
“A Story, A Story” from the 70s. The story is about a God and this guy who goes out 
to collect folk tales. The God asks him to bring back three things in order to exchange 
them with the tales. 
It’s a very bright story. I really liked this cartoon when I was small, my mother showed 
it to me and I wanted to see it every day otherwise I wouldn’t have been content. For 
me this story is really important, so I wanted to put it on my body. The tattoos are 
supposed to mean that everything I pursue or seek, I have already attained. For me it 
was this feeling…if I get these things tattooed, then my life is already really full, content, 
I achieved my goal. I got my first tattoo in 2004. Recently, I am thinking about getting 
more.  

 

Holy Mighty’s tattoos show an American cartoon that tells the story of an African tale, which 

left a very deep impression on him and as he states might even be the main reason why he 

himself is still drawing today. Holy Mighty is another good example of how tattoos can be 

intertextualized – how a cultural influence, something we consume through text, images and 

sound, can have an effect on how we modify our own bodies. These cartoons are like a reminder 
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of his childhood, something that he needed to see as a small boy every day and that still 

influence him and his work now.  

 

Personalization 

 

R: Did you feel different after getting these tattoos? 

H: Also not really… but here in Taiwan we tend to be kind of superstitious and believe 
that tattoos will change your fate (“刺青會改變命運”).  

R: Why or how? 

H: It’s just superstition basically, has to do with religion. But for me, tattoo is kind of 
my own fate so I don’t think it’s something I can’t do. It’s not like I am scared of it 
because it will change my fate. It is part of my life.  

R: Do you think these tattoos didn’t really influence your life? 

H: No, because my life is already all about this and I am surrounded by it, too. It’s a big 
part. It’s not like tattoos changed anything in my life. 

 

Holy Mighty is the first one to express a connection between tattoos and fate. He explains that 

people in Taiwan believe that tattoos are something that can have bigger impact on your life, 

not just “destroy the body” but also “change your fate”. It is superstition, as he says, however, 

seeing it in the context that tattoos are still viewed as something connected to “bad people” in 

Taiwan, it is logical to see a relation between having tattoos and “the fate” one has. As Val 

mentioned earlier, her having tattoos might lead to her missing out on friendships, business 

connections or job opportunities, which comes back to “changing the fate of one’s life”. As 

Holy Mighty’s life revolves around the arts, music and tattoo scene, however, he does not feel 

as if tattoos really shape his fate in a negative way. He also mentioned to me that usually people 

won’t see his tattoos in everyday life as they are usually covered by his shirt sleeves. Thus, he 

is also not often experiencing negative stigmatization because of his tattoos.  

 

R: Do your tattoos make you feel more self-confident, more beautiful? 

H: Hmm…no, I haven’t really thought about this. I don’t think so. It’s just like adding 
something to your body. It’s more like getting another eye or another mouth…another 
organ, that kind of feeling. I didn’t get them because I think it looks good. It’s just 
because I wanted them.  
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R: How do you feel about tattooing people? 

H: For me tattooing is like an attitude. It’s like having a certain spirit. You need to filter 
whatever detail. You should not think about profit or underestimate this thing. Because 
this thing will be on someone else’s body. It’s like you have a responsibility to make it 
as perfect as possible. I think with this attitude you show that you take it seriously. You 
should really take it to heart and give it your best. 

R: Is there a certain pressure? 

H: Yes, sure. But too much pressure will make it worse. Just try to have this spirit and 
take it to heart. 

R: Your hopes for the future… you want to continue being a tattoo artist? 

H: In the future, I hope I can do more woodblock printing. I’d like to continue tattooing 
but also do these. Some fine art related things, not just tattooing.  

R: What inspires you? 

H: Really from my childhood on… these cartoons did inspire me a lot. It’s like a concept. 
I don’t know how to describe it. It’s something that has always been there with me.  

 

Social Media 

 

R: I have a few more questions concerning social media. So before you went to get a 
tattoo you didn’t use IG to research your designs, did you? Because you used the 
cartoon motive.  

H: Actually, I did look a lot at IG. Like specific stuff because I like to draw… I like to 
check out some styles, some stuff from other countries, get inspiration. I also check out 
other tattoo artists, basically every day. 

R: What about Facebook? 

H: I use them both regularly. Before, I think, Facebook was more the thing but 
nowadays, especially the past two years, Instagram has become more popular. Mostly 
the young people use IG, the older ones use Facebook more.  

R: Why will you share stuff on IG? 

H: Hmm… I don’t post a lot. I posted the first thing in 2014 but I really don’t post often, 
just to share my life a bit. Maybe some people will like it and that makes me happy. It’s 
more for friends. But it’s just a moment you know… won’t make me happy for a long 
time, just for the moment. 

 

Holy Mighty is a great example of how culture, again American culture, influences his being, 

his interests, even his work. Because of  the “A Story, A Story” cartoon being significant to his 
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childhood, he decided to get it imprinted on his skin. He is surrounded by tattoo culture, which 

might be a big influence, too, especially for his decision to change jobs from a normal office 

job to becoming a tattoo artist. He doesn’t believe that the tattoos make him more beautiful but 

he thinks they are something that belongs to his body, just like an organ – something that fulfils a 

function. He also does not believe that his tattoos changed anything in his life, even though I would 

assume that they did. Having tattoos himself, might have brought him closer to tattoo culture and might 

be one of the reasons he himself is a tattoo artist now. Concerning social media and Instagram, Holy 

Mighty has not been sharing too many posts on the platform but he mentioned to me, that he is currently 

planning to start a new Instagram channel for his artwork, his drawings and his woodblock prints. This 

again underlines the importance of being on Instagram as an artist, having an online portfolio on this 

social media platform can be of significant value nowadays.   

 

4.10. Summary 
 

What do we learn from the interviews with these ten Taiwanese millennials? In the 

following section I want to summarize some of the key findings I have come up with after 

talking to these individuals with hindsight to the four different themes I have used in my 

analysis. 

First of all, a major finding is that social media, especially Instagram, is experiencing a growth 

in importance for young Taiwanese users. Some of my participants have stressed the fact that 

Taiwanese millennials are looking for new online platforms to get away from their parents’ 

surveillance. Instagram has several characteristics that make it a convenient and preferable 

platform for Taiwanese youth to be on and express themselves outside of the pre-dominantly 

conservative family environment. It is usually used through the app on the smartphone, which 

makes it portable. Hashtags enable a smooth and straight forward search engine technique to 

find the content one is looking for, having the option of following and unfollowing people 

individually creates more privacy and the different sharing options offer more variety. 

Instagram is also the preferred platform for young Taiwanese to look for tattoo content and all 

of my participants used Instagram to research tattoo artists and designs before getting tattooed. 

Also after getting the tattoo, they continued to look at tattoo content on the app. All participants 

agreed that Instagram has become an important to very important gadget in their everyday lives, 
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which makes it highly influential. Most of them use it every day and look at content from 

individual creators, be it friends, celebrities, artists or brands.  

 

 

 

Graphic 1: The relationship between the four themes: Intertextualization, Socialization, and Personalization can 

be applied to Social Media.  

 

Hearing how these millennials use Instagram, it became clear that in fact all of the three themes 

(Intertextualization, Socialization, Personalization) revolve around and can be applied to social 

media. As it is frequently used, Instagram is becoming a major influencer when it comes to the 

transmission of culture. Global trends are shared and can be consumed by people all around 

the world. It is a borderless instrument that is definitely showing its impact on Taiwanese youth 

today. Especially concerning tattoo culture it offers a vast pool of inspiration and designs that 

Taiwanese millennials are fishing from. The tattoo today is thus not only being intertextualized 

through movies, music or other traditional media, but also through Instagram and other social 

media platforms. Because tattoo content is now shaped more and more by individuals rather 

than the traditional media industry, the tattoo is imbedded in a whole new understanding and 

perception. It becomes a lot more personal and individualized, not only because of the varieties 

of colours and designs but also with hindsight to contextualization. The tattoo in Taiwan is 

becoming more strongly associated with an art context now and is losing its solely connection 

to gangsters and criminal circles as it has been perceived for past generations in Taiwan. It 

seems to be the case that the tattoo in Taiwanese context is increasingly considered as a way to 

express oneself independently from family and society, it is a way to regain control and 

ownership of the body in a society that traditionally views the body to be something “belonging 

to the ancestors and descendants” as believed in Confucian thought. 

Instagram 
(Social 
Media)

Intertextualization

Socialization

Personalization
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The younger generation is frequently described as more “open-minded” but what exactly does 

this mean? This “open-mindedness” is often connected to a “westernized” lifestyle by my 

participants who in most cases have not lived abroad for a longer period and experienced 

Western culture alone through media and texts. This perception of open-mindedness is thus a 

Taiwanese interpretation and reflection of what Western mainstream media achieves to create 

in their imaginations. An example would be Andria who believes that tattoos are something 

normal in Western countries: “I always tell my grandmother, you know outside of Taiwan it’s 

not such a big deal, people accept it!”. This perception creates somewhat of a contradiction, 

however, because my participants show a binary understanding of tattoo culture. It is on one 

hand considered traditional Taiwanese as not only criminals and the underground scene have 

been practicing it for a long time but even the actual roots of tattooing are represented in 

Taiwanese aboriginal culture. On the other hand, the fact that the tattoo is becoming something 

more ubiquitous in Taiwan’s youth culture now that is spread by social media, is considered as 

more of a “Western” influence. Since many of my Taiwanese interviewees are indeed 

frequently absorbing American media and tattoo culture in the West has experienced a great 

amount of attention and interest in the past ten to fifteen years, I believe it can be said that 

globalization is a strong force in leading this “tattoo renaissance” in Taiwan. Yet, we should 

not underestimate the importance of Taiwan’s own traditional tattoo history. Unfortunately, I 

did not have any participant in my sample that had aboriginal inspired tattoos.  

Socialization in the end comes back to social media, too as we have seen with several of my 

informants. Taiwanese youth use Instagram to stay up to date with their friends, they use it to 

communicate daily activities but also deeper internal thoughts and emotions. It is a tool to reach 

out, not only to loved ones but theoretically the whole world. It is also a way to express oneself 

outside the surveillance of family or parents and to “market” oneself to others, for instance for 

attracting a partner. Instagram has become, in a way, an online profile – a portfolio of one’s 

personality. It is often perceived as an online diary shared with one’s followers, a convenient 

platform to have key moments on one site. This makes Instagram a highly personalized 

application. It transmits personal messages, taste, and seeks for appreciation and interest. It was 

strongly emphasized that Instagram helps in researching personal taste and inspiration. Thus, 

Instagram has become an instrument to, independently from traditional media, find one’s own 

idols and people one can identify with. At the same time, Instagram is also becoming a 

megaphone for Taiwanese to express themselves and share their views, experiences, and art 

with not just Taiwan, but the general Chinese speaking and international world. 
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5. Conclusion, Discussion, and Limitations 
 

People are just people. Every person is different. 

Andria 

This thesis has started with looking at body concepts in Eastern and Western sociology and 

philosophy, continued with tattoo culture in hindsight to history and Western and Eastern 

binary relation, and last but not least talked about the impact of globalization and social media 

on culture. After explaining my study approach in the methodology and research context part, 

I started with the analysis of the nine interviews I have conducted with ten millennial 

Taiwanese interviewees aged from 20 to 35 years and added a first summary at the end of 

Chapter 4.  

In order to conclude my findings and come back to my literature review, I will look at my 

research questions again and answer each of them one by one before I end with the discussions, 

limitations, and future research part. 

RQ1: What are the main motivations for obtaining a tattoo in Taiwan? 

Motivations for obtaining a tattoo in Taiwan are very individual and they are just as diverse. 

They tell personal stories and referend a change in status quo as we have seen with Val, who 

got a tattoo for each profound experience she made in her young age, from family challenges 

to broken trust. They reflect times of focus and belonging as we saw with Gigi who wanted to 

remember her year being 20, a time that reflects somewhat a rite of passage. They can be a 

form of self-beautification as we saw with Fish, who covered his whole body in some of his 

favourite motives, ranging from motor bikes, skulls to Japanese art – all things he likes and 

finds aesthetically pleasing. Tattoos sometimes don’t even need to have a bigger reason behind 

them as I saw with several of my Taiwanese interviewees. Sometimes the statement “just 

because I like it” seemed to express their whole reasoning behind them. Holy Mighty wanted 

to get his favourite childhood memory imprinted on his skin – something that has had a deep 

impact on his career, too. Andria and a few others mentioned that either a movie, a band or a 

circle of friends did influence their decision on getting tattooed, too, which shows that personal 

interests, cultural influences and social groups are main powers in motivating to get tattooed. 

Social media turned out to have a smaller impact than anticipated in the interviewees’ 

motivations to get tattooed but I will get to this part with research question 3.  
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RQ2: How does having a tattoo influence personal identity in Taiwan? 

Having a tattoo impacts the self-identity of Taiwanese in many different ways. All of my 

interviewees except for Cohen, who has not attained his tattoo, yet, did not show any form of 

regret towards their tattoos. They gave several different answers when it came to as how it 

changed themselves. Three of my interviewees expressed that they felt their tattoos made them 

more beautiful; Andria felt a stronger sense of safety in herself with her tattoos; Gigi felt more 

self-confident and described the joy she felt when people admired her tattoos. Others, such as 

Holy Mighty, Jasper or Jarvis did not think it changed their self-confidence a lot but rather 

became a part of their body, something that belonged to them and their identity. Val and Jasper 

both felt that their tattoos gave them a sense of direction in life, helped them remember values 

and recondite experiences. Some of my interviewees are deeply imbedded within tattoo context, 

meaning they work in the tattoo industry, have tattooed friends, family or bosses, which then, 

I would say, creates a feeling of belonging. Most of my interviewees stated that their social 

surroundings being tattooed did motivate them in a way but wasn’t the main reason why they 

got tattooed. The ‘habitus’ as mentioned in the beginning, plays a big role in creating own 

interests and desires and thus, I would argue that it is not a coincidence that these tattoo circles 

exist. Many of my interviewees are imbedded in these surroundings – similar interests attract 

each other and they understand each other’s fascination for tattoos in a still traditional oriented 

Taiwanese society.  

RQ3: What are the motivations behind sharing tattoo content on social media in 

Taiwan? 

Concerning the theme of social media I have found that the first findings in my online survey 

exploration were supported in my interviews. Instagram appears to be the biggest influencer 

for now in the social media world when it comes to tattoo culture: all interviewees looked at 

designs and tattoo artists’ channels on Instagram before they got tattooed. Also, after obtaining 

their tattoo did they continue to check tattoo art on Instagram regularly. The direction of my 

social media concerned question soon led to a different one in all of my interviews – a 

discussion on what role Instagram generally plays in their lives. Most of them believed that 

Instagram has become an important platform for young Taiwanese next to Facebook, with the 

latter showing tendencies of becoming “outdated” since parents and the elderly generation are 

more active on there now. This development is supported by recent investigations and statistics 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI: 10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMICS.004.2018.F05

 

95 
 

by the Pew Research Center and eMarketer who found out that there’s been a dramatic decline 

in Facebook users amongst US individuals, as well (Solon, 2018).  

Most of the participants are active on Instagram because they want to share, whether it be their 

art, their work, their personal hobbies, activities or life wisdoms. None of them wants to “show 

off” their tattoos or believes that when friends share their tattoo experience it was for this reason. 

As stated in the literature review, not just tattoo artists but artists in general feel a sense of 

needing to be active on Instagram in order to show the world that one exists. As we have seen 

with Fish and Jarvis, this also goes back to regular human interaction: Jarvis feels like he needs 

to market himself on Instagram, he feels like a product that needs to be represented in an 

interesting and active way on Instagram. Fish believes that Instagram was a way to “re-socialize” 

with friends during a hard and depressive period in his life, where thoughtful or worrisome 

posts can anticipate his friends asking him out for rides or drinks. Generally speaking, 

Instagram is perceived as an online platform where one can document his own life, a form of 

“diary” or “photo album” that captures profound experiences or everyday life on earth. Others 

use it as a daily source for inspiration. What is clear, however, is that increasingly more young 

Taiwanese use this platform on a daily basis.  

Overall, there are several findings that crystalized throughout my exploratory research. First 

and foremost, it is crucial to say that tattoo culture in Taiwan is very individual. Each person 

will have a different background, a different reason for their tattoo, as well as a different 

perception and idea of their own body. Certainly, I have found several themes that reoccurred 

in the answers of my interviewees and that were organized around the categories 

Intertextualization, Socialization, and Personalization. Consistent with Wohlrab et al. (2007) 

my research showed that self-identity and self-beautification were the two most common 

reasons for getting tattooed. However, overall there is no collective idea of people having 

tattoos. Perceptions of tattooed people in Taiwan are changing, as is the importance of 

traditional Confucian values but the idea of the tattoo goes to a micro level of personal history, 

instead of a representation of macro ideas. It is impossible to describe Taiwanese people with 

tattoos in just one way. On the contrary, reasons are vast as the Chinese proverb 天差地遠 

would say (“poles apart / entirely different”).  

When it comes to the concept of body, I have found that these young Taiwanese are embracing 

a more independent outlook on body – being free to individualize themselves and imprint 

designs, be it designs from the West or the East. Keeping the “wholeness of the body” as 
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underlined in Confucian philosophy does not play a big role any longer – as reflected through 

my interviewee’s voices. However, youth does in fact state that the parent generation still 

embraces this view and thus, tattoos are usually not discussed with the family or kept secret. 

Even though tattoos are originating from aboriginal communities, as is the case with Taiwan, 

they are now more considered as a sign of “open-mindedness” and creative expression of 

oneself than a following of Taiwanese aboriginal tradition. Several of my interviewees 

mentioned on the side that Taiwan has its own aboriginal tattoo culture but none of them had 

aboriginal tattoo designs. Instead, the designs were often inspired by Japanese culture or very 

Americanized, which shows the strong Japanese influence and the power of globalization 

mentioned in the literature review. Also, tattoos have attained a status of art for most of my 

interviewees, which reconfirms DeMello’s (2000) prediction that tattooing is increasingly 

becoming accepted and respected as an art form.  

Through these ten Taiwanese millennials’ narratives I was able to get a feeling for the change 

that Taiwanese society is going through currently. The youth are strongly influenced by outside 

culture, especially by American culture – be it through movies, music or social media. Japanese 

culture also still plays a big part in Taiwanese context that is visible in its tattoo culture, too. 

The young Taiwanese millennial generation is clearly showing differences to the older 

generation of their parents and describes itself as more open-minded, less traditional on one 

hand and more westernized and individualized on the other. The biggest reasons for this 

development as stated by my interviewees is globalization, the birth of the internet and the 

quick adaption of social media. Especially Instagram is currently experiencing a rise in users 

as young Taiwanese are looking for new platforms to migrate to. The visual, quick, and well-

arranged structure of Instagram speaks to a generation that is often characterized as image 

driven and having little patience and short attention spans. Its interface is, as my interviewees 

often stated, perceived as a modern way to document one’s life and simultaneously share it 

with friends.  

The tattoo, which per se is very visual, fits into this generation of imagery and youth that like 

to express individuality and share life events. Tattoos tell stories and act as reminders for young 

Taiwanese but often they are also attained out of aesthetical reasons only. The placement of 

the tattoo, for my interviewees at least, is usually chosen out of aesthetical reasons, as well. 

Being able to hide the tattoo plays a big role but only Jasper clearly had a reason why he chose 

his chest for his tattoo – he wanted his reminder to be metaphorically and physically closest to 

his heart. Tattoos express personal values and personal style, for some of my participants they 
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are a strong indicator of what their personal interests are, what fashion they like. The majority 

of my interviewees had very Americanized tattoos with English words on their body, American 

comics, American brands, and American movies being represented. This shows that indeed 

globalization leads to an increasingly hybridization of body cultures and a mixture of artistic 

expression. This to me is also quite fascinating as I have encountered the realization that 

Taiwanese youth are not embracing local traditions and culture as much as their parents and 

grandparents do in several conversations. What does this mean for the future of traditional 

Taiwanese culture? Are Confucian values slowly losing their significance or will they persist 

in the coming generations? As I have pointed out in the literature review, culture is constantly 

in the process of change and this change is being intensified through globalisation and the 

ubiquity of internet and social media. With more young Taiwanese people being open to 

outside and especially Western culture, attaining tattoos is experiencing a rise in popularity and 

the formerly frowned upon practice is becoming more accepted. As described in the literature 

review the West is experiencing a “tattoo renaissance” and it turns out that Taiwan is, too. What 

is needed to support this thesis more are statistics on Taiwanese with tattoos, this number I was 

unable to find. Furthermore, it would be interesting to see if this ‘tattoo hype’ might boil down 

to being a fad, something that the coming generation won’t perceive as aesthetic as the 

millennial generation now. 

The human body was the focus of this study and these Taiwanese millennials expressed their 

freedom of manipulating and decorating their own body the way they pleased. All of them 

knew the Chinese saying 身體髮膚受之父母 (see Appendix) but believed that it doesn’t play 

a big role for them anymore. As Confucian values, however, are still rooted in the interviewees’ 

parents’ and grandparents’ generation, surveillance and control over the body does still play a 

role in Taiwanese families. Nonetheless, attitudes are changing: “my body belongs to me”, “my 

body is mine” – these are some of the statements my participants conveyed. Many of them had 

only had their tattoo for a short time and have perhaps not had enough time to reflect upon how 

their identity has been shaped. Yet, some of the designs they chose were highly symbolic of 

their experience that encouraged their decision to go through the tattoo journey. 

A problem that has arisen during this thesis and that is hard to solve is the binary understanding 

of the tattoo. Due to the tattoo’s long history and societies around the world practicing tattooing 

for different reasons in different time periods, the tattoo is something that is indeed part of 

traditional culture, especially in Taiwanese context.  Yet, it is considered as a more “open-

minded” practice by the Taiwanese millennials I talked to, that is “accepted in the West” more 
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than here. Aboriginal tattoo culture and present youth tattoo culture are thus not strongly 

connected and Taiwanese youth believe that by attaining tattoos they are challenging 

conservative perceptions and following a Western trend more than going back to Taiwan’s 

cultural tattoo roots. 

Coming back to the Eastern and Western thought of body then, the tattooed body in Taiwan is 

a social instrument that transfers personal messages to oneself and the public by either the 

public display or the depiction on social media. The body is nonetheless seen as a complete 

one entity by the tattooed individual although the skin “has been destroyed”, as believed in 

Confucianism. Even more so, in the eyes of the tattooed Taiwanese the body has attained 

beauty and meaning through the inking. Reconnecting to the literature review, Taiwanese 

society then is contemporarily experiencing a trend of “body projects” or as Käll (2016) 

explained, trying to make the body correspond with own desires, interests and how we want to 

be perceived by others. The images and designs that young Taiwanese put on their body turns 

out to be a complex mix of cultural interests, outside influences, personal stories, and 

inspiration attained through social media. The image, designed by the tattoo artist and brought 

onto the skin by him or her, is considered as an act of art and manifestation, deeply saturated 

with personal meaning for the individual but less for the outsider.  

What I have found in my research is that the body in Taiwan and its physical appearance is 

increasingly associated with a person’s self-concept and identity. Through attaining tattoos the 

individual is trying to make more sense of his or her character and send out messages to their 

surrounding whether it be in everyday life or through social media. Old perceptions of the tattoo 

in Taiwan are definitely being challenged and they are slowly becoming more accepted. What 

we see through these images that are imprinted on Taiwanese skin is a transformation of local 

body culture and the increasing meaning of a global world culture. Through globalization, the 

internet, and social media trends are being replicated all around the world but infiltrated with 

personal meaning. This global tattoo culture, as I will call it here, needs to be understood 

through each culture’s individual context and history, however. Images have the power to be 

interpreted in many different ways and especially tattoo imagery shows that each design can 

mean so many different things to a person. As more and more young Taiwanese are showing 

interest for cultures outside their own, Taiwanese (tattoo) culture will continue to transform.  

If I were to take this research further, I would try to extend this study by making it longitudinal. 

Since this “tattoo hype” has only started to occur in the past couple of years, it would be 
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interesting to see how my participants perceive their tattoos in 2 years, 5 years or even 10 years’ 

time. Also, expanding it to a broader and more diverse participant pool would be another goal. 

Since my research was conducted with mainly university and graduate students, I was only 

able to get insight into the thoughts of young higher educated Taiwanese. To find out about 

motivations of those who are economically disadvantaged, who work in highly respected job 

environments or even older Taiwanese would be other very interesting cohorts of participants 

and could eventually lead to several different studies. Also, taking differences in gender or 

sexual preference into consideration would be meaningful as it turns out that in Taiwan an 

increasing rate of women decide to get tattooed. Looking at Val who was my female 

homosexual participant, we learned that her tattoos also conveyed many stories that were 

intertwined with her love relations. Furthermore, talking to non-tattooed Taiwanese would be 

required to learn more about the general perception of tattoo culture in Taiwan.  

This topic offers a vast field of exploration and I believe with my research I was able to offer 

a better understanding of why young millennial Taiwanese decide to get their bodies tattooed 

and how it contributes to their sense of self and perception of body. My study showed the uses 

of tattooing other than those associated with deviant behaviour, which has been a major focus 

in past research. Since this area has not been studied in great detail, especially in Taiwanese 

context and in English language, I think I have opened a sphere, that could be further inquired. 

In particular because Taiwanese society is still imbedded in a traditional context but amidst a 

progress of change and Westernization would it be interesting to see how perceptions and 

attitudes, as well as motivations to get tattooed, change in the future. As for the role of 

Instagram, it would be meaningful to investigate how Taiwanese youth are influenced by this 

platform as my research highlighted its growing significance and importance in everyday life 

of young millennials here. Since I did not have the means to investigate the role of social media 

in motivations to get tattooed more deeply, I also think this could be examined in a broader 

study that looks, for instance, at people who directly use tattoo designs found on Instagram for 

their own tattoos.  
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7. Appendices 
 

Appendix 1: Chinese Index  
 

Literature 

Chinese Title Pinyin Author English Title 
呂氏春秋 Lüshi chunqiu Lü Buwei  

呂不韋 
Annals of Master Lü 

尚書 Shangshu Confucius 
孔子 

Book of Documents 

史記 Shiji Si Ma Qian 
司馬遷 

Records of the Grand 
Scribe 

水滸傳 Shui hu zhuan Shi Nai’An  
施耐庵 

Water Margin 

儒家的身體觀 Rujia de shentiguan Yang Ru Bin 
楊儒賓 

The Confucian 
Concept of the Body 

如是觀 Rushi guan Multiple authors A Chuanqi drama 

魏志 Wei Zhi Multiple authors Records of Wei 

孝經 Xiao jing Confucius 
孔子 

Classics of Filial 
Piety 

酉陽雜俎 Youyang zazu Duan Chengshi  
段成式 

Youyang Miscellany 

中國文化的深層結

構 

Zhongguo wenhuade 
shenceng jiegou 

Sun Lung-kee 
孙隆基 

The Deep Structure 
of Chinese Culture 

作為身體哲學的中

國古代哲學 

Zuowei shenti zhexue 
zhongguo gudai 
zhexue 

Zhang, Zailin 
张再林 

Traditional Chinese 
Philosophy as the 
Philosophy of Body 

 

Terms & Names 

Chinese name Pinyin English translation 
般若 banruo Japanese jealous female 

demon in Noh Theatre, also 
called Hannya 

筆記 biji Brush-note essays 
刺青 ciqing to pierce and [and make] 

green 
刺青會改變命運 ciqing hui gaibian mingyun “Tattoos will change your 

fate” 
刺字 cizi to pierce characters 
雕青 diaoqing to carve and [make] green 
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根心 genxin root 
海闊天空 haikuo tiankong “boundless as the sea and 

sky” 
畫面 huamian to mark the face 
精忠報國 jinzhong baoguo “serve the nation with 

absolute loyalty” 
九紋龍 Jiuwen long “the nine-dragon man” 
沮顏 juyan to injure the countenance 
刻涅 kenie to cut [and] blacken 
剺面 limian to cut the face 
鏤身 loushen to engrave the body 
墨 mo to ink 
涅字 niezi to blacken characters 
氣 qi vital energy 
黥 qing to brand, tattoo 
裴松之 Pei Songzhi historian and government 

official who lived in the late 
Eastern Jin dynasty and Liu 
Song dynasty 

身 shen body 
身體髮膚受之父母，不敢毀

傷，孝之始也 

(孝經) 

shenti fafu shouzhi fumu, bu 
gan huishang xiaozhi shi ye 

Our bodies - to every hair and 
bit of skin - are received by 
us from our parents. 
(From the Confucianist text 
Xiao Jing) 

台灣 taiwan Taiwan 
天差地遠 tian cha di yuan entirely different, “poles 

apart” 
體會 tihui to learn from experience 
體魄 tipo physique 
體形 tixing body shape 
體驗 tiyan learn through practice 
體制 tizhi structure 
王褒 Wang Bao Northern Zhou writer 
文帝 Wen Di Emperor Wen, Han Dynasty 
文面 wenmian to pattern the face 
紋身 wenshen to pattern the body 
繍面 xiumian to embroider [or ornament] 

the face 
心 xin heart 
形 xing form, shape 
形體 xingti shape 
以偏概全 yipian gaiquan to generalize, “take a part for 

the whole” 
一體兩分 yiti liangfen “One body in two parts” 
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緣分 yuanfen destiny, fate 
袁紹 Yuan Shao Warlord of Eastern Han 

Dynasty 
岳飛 Yue Fei General Yue Fei, Song 

Dynasty 
志怪 Zhiguai  Tales of the Strange 
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Appendix 2: Interview Questions Guide 

 

1. Name, Gender, Job 
年齡, 性別, 工作 
 

2. Could you introduce yourself a little? Who you are, what you do? What are your 
interests? What kind of music do you like to listen to? What kind of movies do you 
like to watch? What kind of activities do you do in your free time? What kind of 
people do you like to surround yourself with? Do you frequently go to shows, 
exhibitions, concerts? 
請介紹一下自己. 你是誰, 你做甚麼工作? 你有甚麼愛好,喜歡做甚麼? 聽甚麼

樣的音樂? 你喜歡看什麼樣的電影呢? 你有甚麼樣的特別喜歡的活動? 你一般

喜歡跟什麼樣的人在一起? 你經常會去看演出, 展覽, 等等? 
  

3. Are you tattooed? If so, how many tattoos do you have?  
你有沒有刺青的經驗? 刺青的數量? 
 

4. Are you currently thinking about getting a tattoo?  
你現在考慮有新的刺青嗎? 
 

5. When did you get your first tattoo?  
甚麼時候有得到第一個刺青? 
 

6. Why did you decide to get it? What inspired you to get a tattoo? 
為甚麼決定刺青呢? 什麼樣的原因影響你去刺青? 
 

7. Where are your tattoos located? 
你的刺青在哪裡? 
 

8. Why did you choose these parts of your body?  
你為何決定在身體的這個部位刺青? 

 

9. Why did you choose this motive / design? 
你為什麼選擇這樣的設計和樣式? 

 

10. Do you have many friends or people in your social network that are tattooed? 
你周遭的朋友有刺青的人多嗎? 

 

11. How do others perceive (you as) a tattooed person?  
你周遭的人對你有刺青這件事保持何種感想? 
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12. Do you think in Taiwan people with tattoos are still stigmatized?  If so, in what way? 
您是否同意?至今刺青在台灣一般大眾眼中依然帶有負面的刻板印象? 
 

13. How do tattoos contribute to your sense of self? 
你的刺青使你更能察覺體現自我?為什麼? 

 

 

14. In what way did you feel different after obtaining your tattoos? 
在你刺青之後你有感受到什麼樣的不同嗎? 

 

15. Do your tattoos enhance your feel of self-esteem, self-beautification? 
你的刺青是否加強你自己的自信或自愛? 

 

16. What role does social media play for you when it comes to tattoos? 
當今天談論到關於刺青的議題你是如何看待社群媒體的腳色? 

 

17. On which social media platform do you get most information about tattoo culture?  
哪一種社群媒體是你關於刺青議題最常使用的媒介? 

 

18. Do you think Social Media contributes to the popularization of tattoos in today’s 
society? 
您是否認為透過社群媒體可以緩解過去大家對刺青的刻板印 / 讓刺青文化更為

普及? 
 

19. Do you feel social media creates a sense of community for tattooees and tattoo 
interested people? 
你是否認為社群媒體提供了一個關於刺青的交流平台也吸引了更多對刺青文化

有興趣的大眾? 

 

20. Do you follow anyone on social media that shares their tattoos / tattoo art? Please give 
examples. 
哪些是您在社群媒體可能有興趣/ 追蹤對象? 
 

21. Do you share your own tattoos on Social Media? If so, why? Which people are you 
trying to reach with your posts? 
你會願意使用社群媒體來分享您自己的刺青嗎？如果是的話，為什麼? 為了誰? 
 

22. Was there anyone on social media who inspired you to get a tattoo? A person or a 
design? 
在社群媒體上有任何人給你對刺青的啟發或動機嗎?請問是人或者是設計和圖

案? 
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23. Who do you follow on Instagram? 
你有在 Instagram 追蹤任何人嗎? 
 

24. Would you say that Instagram is one of the most important platforms for internet 
tattoo culture nowadays? 
你認為 Instagram 是否扮演今天刺青文化主要的交流平台呢? 
 

25. Is there anything you would like to add? 
有任何您想補充的意見和看法? 
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Appendix 3: Exemplary Consent Form 

 

研究參與同意書 

請詳細閱讀 

研究目的 

本次研究目的在於調查台灣民眾刺青之動機以及背後的文化影響 

研究流程: 

您將會參與大約1-2小時的面談，只有在經您同意後才會為您的刺青照相以及在研究人

員的碩士論文中使用 

利益及風險: 

您的參與調查將幫助刺青文化在台灣的交流，也將協助研究人員完成其碩士論文，本

次研究中無任何相關風險存在 

撤回參與調查: 

此次研究為自願參與，您有權於任何時候撤回參與，當您決定撤回參與將不會有任何

處罰 

保密 

您的個人資料皆會被保密並且只使用於研究目的，您可以選擇使用假名或任何不會使

人聯想到您的代號，所有資料將會被妥善保存且不會提供給第三方使用，研究成果只

會使用在研究人員的碩士論文以及研討會中 

非常感謝您協助本次的調查 

Jasmin Oertel, 國立政治大學 

同意書: 我已充分了解本次研究的目的及內容並同意自願參與本次研究，我了解我有

權利在無須解釋理由的情況下於任何時候退出調查 

如果您同意以上內容，請您選擇同意 

同意______ 不同意_______  

姓名: _____________________ 時間: ___________________  
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Appendix 4: Chinese charts of my online survey with 120 Taiwanese in 

December 2017 

 

 
Survey question: Do you have experience with tattooing? 

 

 
Survey question: Are you recently thinking about getting tattooed? 

 

 

 
Survey question: Do you agree that tattoos are something fashionable nowadays? 
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Survey question: Are you interested in tattoo culture? 

Survey question: Do you believe that tattoos are something aesthatetic?  

 

 

Survey question: Do you think that social media normalizes tattoo culture? 
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Survey question: On which social media platforms do you get most of your information on 

tattoos? 

 

 

Survey question: Which of these channels do you follow most on social media? 
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Survey question: Which of the following influenced you in your decision to get tattooed? 

 

 
Survey question: Do you believe that social media, e.g. Instagram has influenced your decision 

in getting tattooed? 
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