
UC Davis
UC Davis Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Title
Blood and Lightning: The Embodied Production of a Tattooer

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/00z2f3ww

Author
Mabry, Dustin

Publication Date
2021
 
Peer reviewed|Thesis/dissertation

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/00z2f3ww
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


 

 i 

Blood and Lightning: 

The Embodied Production of a Tattooer 

 

By 

 

DUSTIN WAYNE MABRY KISKADDON 

DISSERTATION 

 

Submitted in partial satisfaction of the requirements for the degree of 

 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

 

in 

 

Sociology 

 

in the 

 

OFFICE OF GRADUATE STUDIES 

 

of the 

 

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA 

 

DAVIS 

 

Approved: 

 

       

Laura Grindstaff, Chair 

 

       

Maxine Craig 

 

       

Mary Kosut 

 

Committee in Charge 

 

2021 

 

 

 



 

 ii 

Table of Contents: 
 

Abstract and Chapter Outline 2-4 

Introduction  5-28 

Chapter 1— Enter the Tattoo World 29-56 

Chapter 2— You Should be Scared: Permanent Marks, Permanent Mistakes 57-76 

Chapter 3— Bodies as Meaningful Objects: Intimacy and Rules of Touch 77-96 

Chapter 4— Becoming Skin-Tone Conscious in Tattoos 97-112 

Chapter 5— Face Tats? The Markable Body and an Ethic of Refusal 113-130 

Conclusion 131-137 

References 138-147 

  



 

 iii 

Abstract 
 

I became a working tattooer via apprenticeship in a tattoo shop near downtown Oakland, 

California. Besides tattooing more than 400 strangers, I took abundant field notes, and 

spoke with roughly 50 tattooers, apprentices, and counter people during my first years 

tattooing. This dissertation is an auto-ethnographic account of that experience, and it 

primarily explains the embodied production of tattooers— or how the process of 

becoming a tattooer can shape a person’s physical, mental, emotional, and moral life. 

Tattooers, I suggest, come to embody what tattooing means and what it takes through 

repetitive encounters with its challenges and rewards.  

 

The project contributes to scholarship of body labor and that of tattooing. It offers at 

least three contributions to research on body labor: (1) It theorizes the temporalities of 

body labor; (2) It explores a masculine and masculinizing form of body labor; (3) It offers a 

pragmatist explanation of embodiment in relation to labor. It also contributes to research 

on tattooing that, even when aimed at tattooers, has yet to explain their embodiment. It 

is the first major sociological work to explore tattooing from within direct experience of 

becoming a tattooer.  
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Chapter Outline 
 

I use the introduction to offer an establishing shot that locates me and those at 

Premium Tattoo in time and space. I introduce the process of becoming a tattooer as an 

object of inquiry and situate tattooing as a form of body labor. I explore this project’s 

contributions to research on body labor and that on tattoos, tattooing, and tattooers. I 

explain how I got-in with Matt while exploring the masculine world of his shop, Premium 

Tattoo. I then offer a section on method and explain the most central elements of my 

data.  

I use chapter one to establish the social context, or “world,” within which 

tattooers live, work, and occasionally struggle. I explore how this world is changing and I 

examine “conventions” of tattooing to help understand this change. I explain the positive 

association between tattooing and notions of craft production before establishing the 

tattoo world as an explicitly masculine world peopled by gatekeepers who sometimes 

desire the capacity to keep it that way. I explore contention surrounding tattooing’s 

major entry point—the tattoo apprenticeship—and detail my apprenticeship before 

comparing it to what many call the “hard” or “traditional” apprenticeship. I question 

whether the traditional apprenticeship isn’t an ideal before exploring an instance of 

struggle in which tattooers mobilized against Matt’s effort to open a “tattoo school.”  

I explore the more emotional aspects of tattooing in chapter two, with focus on 

the fear and anxiety of new tattooers. I suggest there to be a “feeling rule” of fear for 

those new to tattooing and offer that this rule is sourced in the meanings ascribed to the 

making of permanent marks on other peoples’ bodies. Tattooers should be scared, as they 

told me, due to the permanency of tattoos and they operate knowing they can—and 

will—make lasting mistakes. I illustrate how tattooers experience mistakes by exploring 

two in detail, one by me. I suggest such experiences can harm the conscience of a 

tattooer before exploring the notion of permanence as it relates to tattoo production. I 

offer that tattoos and tattooing are characterized by permanence in two respects: The 

permanence of the tattoo itself and of its associated memories.   
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I explain, in chapter three, how tattooers conjure professional disinterestedness in 

their intimate interactions with people and bodies. I offer tattooers follow “touching 

rules” that orient them toward the goal of touching right in their work that, nevertheless, 

violates everyday norms of touch. I explain how tattooers develop forms of bodily 

awareness—both of their own and their clients—and explain how tattooing involves a co-

production of bodies. I explore how tattooers who touch wrong by sexualizing and 

sexually assaulting their clients receive backlash, and perhaps increasing degrees of 

backlash, from a changing tattoo world. I conclude by suggesting that touching right can 

make tattooers less interested in the meaning of the tattoos they do and more capable of 

putting other people through pain.  

I use chapter four to explain the role of skin tone in tattooing and to engage a 

wider conversation about racism, racial discrimination, and colorism in the tattoo world. I 

suggest becoming a tattooer can make a person newly skin tone-conscious before 

offering a brief cultural history of skin and its racialization. I explore tattooers who voice 

preference for working on lighter toned skin—a preference typically discussed in 

technical terms—and contextualize this preference with a history of skin tone 

racialization. I explore social movement claims by tattooers who associate light skin 

preference with colorism and ultimately with racial discrimination in the historically white 

tattoo world. 

I use chapter five to explore how tattooers understand and relate with the more 

ethical conditions of their work. I explain how some tattooers uphold a set of rules that 

guide them in their practice, and that motivate them to refuse doing certain projects. I 

call this set of rules an ethic of refusal. I suggest these rules guide tattooers while deciding 

whether to give someone a tattoo on their hand, neck, or face. I offer these rules as 

organized in part by consideration surrounding the amount of tattoos a person already 

has the body. I describe bodies as variously readied for tattoo marks, what I call the 

body’s “markability,” and explore tensions that can arise when tattooers refuse projects. I 

explain how these tensions are conditioned by gendered dynamics and conclude by 

suggesting the ethic of refusal to be a site in which tattooers gain autonomy in their work. 
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Introduction 
 

Matt drank coffee as we stood on the back patio. His red hair flowed out from 

beneath a hat and landed across a blue handkerchief tied neatly around his neck. He 

wore vintage denim as usual, and we stood talking about the day’s projects. We both had 

two tattoos, scheduled predictably at 12 noon and 3pm. They reflected the kind of 

tattoos we’d grown to love doing. He’d been at it nearly thirty years and I just two. 

Matt shielded his eyes from the sun, “Gonna be a solid day, my dude. That 

bumblebee unicycle is a fun one.” A young guy requested it, the bumblebee riding a 

unicycle. He asked that it be fuzzy, colorful, and placed over his heart. As his apprentice, I 

took after Matt in my design-work by ensuring the tattoos I did stood bold on the skin. I 

drew up this bumblebee in a playful, folk-art style. While Matt and I worked mostly in 

black ink, I’d begun using pastel pinks, blues, and yellows. My tattoos were often cute. 

They reflected a desire to join other tattooers, many much younger than I, in doing 

tattoos that pushed against more masculine, tough-guy styles.  

That morning Matt and I oscillated smoothly between topics while resting 

comfortably in silent moments. We’d spent thousands of hours together by this point. I 

knew we’d end up on that patio come evening, enjoying the warm fatigue from a long 

day. He’d drink beers and smoke joints—digging on the scene while nursing his aching 

body. Our routine ended as I opened the aluminum screen door and walked into the 750 

square feet that is Premium. 

I encountered the smell—what had become one of the more captivating scents of 

my life. It’s composed mostly of the green soap, a piney liquid used throughout the tattoo 

process. It’s also the Dettol, a pungent orange fluid used to transfer stencils onto skin. It’s 

the Opticide too, a medical grade destroyer of life, as well as the bleach, glass cleaner, 

and hand sanitizer. It’s the smell of bodies, of breath motivated by pain, and fragments of 

the weed and booze from last night. The remnants of weed and booze offered a brief 

reminder that things, and sometimes the best things, happened come nightfall.  
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My bumblebee client arrived about ten minutes early. He introduced me to his 

partner, and I showed him the design. He jumped at it without hesitation. This was a best-

case scenario: not having to alter the design over and over with the client on the spot. I’d 

done, after all, so many alterations to the designed before he arrived—during the hours 

I’d spend on this project when it actually began: three days before our appointment. Matt 

taught me, however, to re-draw designs and keep my cool when clients nit-picked 

everything. This lesson was ingrained in me over time. It shaped me as a “tattooer,” the 

word I’ll use to signal those who do tattoos.1  

I lived for moments when clients jumped right in—when they saw what I’d made 

and decided to have it placed permanently on their body. It signaled the trust and 

enthusiasm which made for good tattooing. It also reassured me that I wasn’t, after all, 

making a huge mistake in trying to tattoo the live, squirming bodies of people for money.  

My client’s partner looked over the design while smiling and I asked for the 

client’s ID. I made a copy across the bottom of a waiver he’d sign which requested, 

among many things, he acknowledge the permanence of the tattoo he’d soon be getting. 

I made the stencil while he pretended to read the waiver before signing. I put finishing 

touches on my set-up, the arrangement of materials and furniture used during the tattoo 

process.  

As his guide for our intimate experience, I invited him through the saloon style 

doors which separated the waiting area, with its two loveseats and armchairs, from the 

three booths in which we worked. I stood before him and asked that he take off his shirt.  

He paused with a nervous smile, “I’ve got a weird belly button,” adding, “It’s an 

outie.” It was an outie, indeed, but I didn’t give it a second look. We weren’t working in 

that area but rather on his chest. The belly button had nothing to do with me and our 

 
1 People who do tattoos variously relate with and use “tattooer,” “tattooist,” and “tattoo artist.” The 
distinction among them, particularly between tattoo artist and tattooer, is drawn on the person’s 
relationship with tattooing and with the practices and discourses of fine art, with tattoo artist being one of 
more strong alignment with those practices and discourses (see Kosut 2014). Tattooer is a more working-
class form of identification, in that it aligns the practice of tattooing with technical practice (i.e., plumber). I 
use “tattooer” on the basis of its inclusivity, as tattoo artists are more likely to also be tattooers than the 
reverse, and because of its ease in the written form. It also matches my affiliation with tattooing—a 
practice I approach as an intimate form of technical body labor with artistic qualities.  
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moment, outside of my needing to offer him reassurance. As much as I was set to work 

with him—as a person—I’d begun transforming his body into an object of technical labor 

in my mind. I had a job to do. 

I asked for his consent before wiping the chest with an alcohol-soaked paper 

towel. “I know you came here for a tattoo, but I’d like to ask permission to touch and 

work with your body today.” He thanked me for asking. The majority of my clients did the 

same—most of whom were women, queer folks, and young men dedicated to the politics 

of bodily autonomy. Most of them were in, or had gone, to college.  

I squirted green soap on my client’s chest from a plastic-wrapped bottle. I lathered 

it with my black-gloved hand before shaving a few dark hairs. I wiped it with a paper 

towel. I noticed that his chest had that firm consistency of youthful skin wrapped across a 

muscular body. My hands felt cool against its warmth.  

I had him lay on his back across a bib-covered massage table. The most intense 

thing was his breath on my face. I bent over his upper shoulder for an hour with our faces 

inches apart. This was March 11th, 2020. We closed the shop three days later because of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. I wrote that evening, “The entire world is absolutely stressed out 

about the new Coronavirus, and I felt scared because a guy was breathing in my face all 

day, one of my clients. I presume that if he had a virus I would surely have it by now.” Our 

bodies had been intermingled. Overlapped, even. This overlapping made it so that my 

body would, to some degree, be shaped by his. We’d both be different after his tattoo.  

I pursued the whole piece confidently, though, engaging the tattoo machine with 

its foot peddle before leaving saturated lines in his olive skin. I moved with a new-found 

level of ease, as I’d become attuned to the demands of tattoo labor over time. The 

machine’s vibration and sound told me when I was in the proper layer of skin. 

Sociologically speaking, I had encountered a deep process of “sensory socialization”—

learned to notice new sights, sounds, and feelings with heightened attention. (Friedman 

2015). I instinctually anchored my right elbow on my knee and moved the machine with 

my arm—not my wrist. The nervous, knotted, stomach I’d grown to expect just wasn’t 

there. I worked with a confident rhythm.  
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I enjoyed the technical aspects of it all, the tools and the satisfaction stemming 

from their proper use, but also the interpersonal exchange which was often rewarding—

even if it was the source of a great deal of emotional labor. My client shared his life with 

me, including that the tattoo celebrated a new romantic relationship. We talked 

childhood, grad school, and parents. I also yelled across the shop with Matt, with another 

tattooer named Pauly, and among others with whom I had established meaningful 

community. We (tattooers) talked and sang to the loud music when we weren’t holding 

our breath to steady ourselves against the immense challenge that is tattooing.  

I worked over the black lines on that bumblebee before adding color. I moved 

across the design from its lower right corner to its top right edge, so as to avoid smearing 

the temporary stencil I would need to follow with the machine. Matt had lost the stencil 

many times, which meant he had to make up some tattoos directly on the skin as he went 

along. The risk that you might just ruin the tattoo increases in relation to the amount of 

unsupported activity a person has to do. I never fully lost a stencil because we used more 

reliable technologies of stencil transfer than did Matt in the 90’s, and because I was 

taught to keep the stencil as I worked.  

My client sat well, meaning he laid still. It helped that I was moving at a good 

pace, not lingering and fussing as I had in so many tattoos before. I wiped the blood, 

plasma, and excess ink into white paper towels and tossed them into a foot-operated 

trashcan before asking him to rise slowly. He sat waiting for his blood to get into its 

typical rhythm while looking around as though he’d been asleep. He stepped down slowly 

and looked in a floor-length mirror. I stood stretching my arms while watching.  

I always tried to see my client’s first reaction to their reflection so as to gauge 

their assessment of the work. His smile sent comfort to the brief tension in my shoulders, 

because as much as I thought while tattooing, I wielded my whole body in an effort to 

meet and satisfy its many demands. My client walked across the black-painted floor in his 

socks to show his partner, who lit up with a smile. He turned to tell me, “I love it, man!”  

I had him put on his shoes before leading him outside for photos in the dispersed 

sunlight. I’d take pictures so that I could critique the work later on, and so that I could 
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share my work over social media accounts which functioned as my portfolio. We got the 

photos, and again I had taken far more than necessary, before moving back into the shop. 

I put on fresh gloves before dabbing his chest with paper towels to dry the area. I placed a 

flexible healing product over the tattoo, what is essentially a wound, so that it would 

heal-up well.2 I washed to my elbows before accepting his cash—more than I’d asked for.  

Like others who left pleased, he seemed sure the process went as it always did. I’d 

presented a legible confidence while working over his body—as I’d been thoroughly 

shaped by the demands of tattooing over time. My client fumbled with the shop’s 

doorknob and floated out. His speech and movement gave away the fact that he was high 

as a kite. He’d been drenched with endorphins in response to the invasive process of 

tattooing his body. Clients often walked out of that door near-drunk. “I felt amazing, too,” 

I later wrote in my fieldnotes, “That kind of thrilled elevation I’ve come to absolutely want 

from my days in the shop.”  

I only hoped the day would stay on this positive course. I had an awesome piece 

coming up—a vintage light rail train in pastels. I walked to a taco shop and inhaled some 

food with two glasses of water. I spoke with Matt on the back patio. He was taking a 

break from a large piece, so we talked casually as he paced. He moved his arms in big 

circles and smoked. I moved into the shop and saw clients waiting for Pauly. My whole 

attention was aimed toward my next project. I printed out its design while our new 

apprentice, Karime, “flipped” my station: They (Karime) cleaned everything and set up 

the equipment so that I could get to my next client.   

This next client walked in with a big greeting and looked over the design. He loved 

it and we were tattooing within ten minutes. As the work commenced, I fell into a process 

of self-reflection: I had actually gained the capacity to do decent tattoos for money within 

a real-life tattoo shop. I had also begun to single out that which was most puzzling and 

rewarding about becoming a tattooer: its ability to shape me, and more specifically its 

ability to transform my emotional, physical, mental, and moral composition such that I 

 
2 We’d begun using Saniderm in 2019. It’s a kind of second-skin product which people across the tattoo 
world began to adopt in their aftercare techniques. You could keep the clear, flexible, bandage over your 
new tattoo for 3-4 days before removal.  
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increasingly embodied what it meant and what it took to tattoo the bodies of other 

people. 

 

The Embodied Production of Tattooers 
 

I became a working tattooer via apprenticeship with Matt Decker in his tattoo 

shop near downtown Oakland, California. Besides tattooing more than 400 strangers, I 

took abundant field notes, and spoke with roughly 50 tattooers, apprentices, and counter 

staff during my first two years in the tattoo world.3 This dissertation is an auto-

ethnographic account of that experience, and it primarily explains the embodied 

production of tattooers—or how the process of becoming a tattooer can shape a person’s 

physical, mental, emotional, and moral life.  

I use this term “embodied” and its related “embodiment” in a way similar to 

Ashley Mears (2011:108), who, in her research on fashion models, suggests embodiment 

to entail the “experience of having and using a body.” People, after all, don’t just have 

bodies. People are bodies. In seeking to explain the embodied production of tattooers, I 

illustrate how people are shaped by their repetitive and cumulative encounters with the 

meanings, processes, and objects associated with their labor.  

This dissertation explains how tattooers—in their work to shape the bodies of 

other people—are themselves shaped along the way.  

I contextualize my explanation of embodiment in a wider exploration of the tattoo 

world, highlighting how this world is changing to involve a diversification of the gendered, 

classed, and racialized character of contemporary tattooing in the US. I discuss the 

tattooers, clients, and critical outsiders generating this change, and present some of the 

ways they are upending conventional tattoo practice. My location in the Bay Area of 

California, and my feminist, artistic, and intellectualized approach to tattooing allowed 

 
3 Many shops employ a person to greet walk-in clients, assist in scheduling for appointments, answer the 
phones, and run errands. These “counter people” are often working under the assumption they may be 
invited to apprentice to tattoo with the shop after some period of time at the counter.  
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me to interact directly with many tattooers who are in effect change-makers of the tattoo 

world.  

Mostly, however, this dissertation draws from my first-hand experience becoming 

a tattooer – specifically, from the more than 400 pages of single-spaced field notes I took 

to capture that experience. These notes included free-form moments of personal 

reflection, lists and charts to inventory ideas, and drafted exercises through which I 

explored a number of sociological concepts and theories. They also include hundreds of 

statements made by Matt and others at Premium which I recorded directly by typing 

them into my phone in-situ. I gathered hundreds of photos of people working at 

Premium, of my own tattooing, and of the many tattoo shops I visited. These notes 

proved essential to understanding my experience and to explain this understanding.  

I also conducted recorded interviews with 23 of the roughly 50 tattooers I met 

during my first two years tattooing. I quote them as appropriate throughout this 

dissertation. Their voices join those of other tattooers I spoke with in more casual 

interactions that I documented while talking or immediately following. I found tattooers 

in Los Angeles, New York, Paris, Zagreb, and Mexico City, but mostly in the Bay Area cities 

of San Francisco, Oakland, and Berkeley. I met some of them during a day-long tattoo 

machine building workshop and others during the 2019 Bay Area Tattoo Convention. 

Some of these people gave me the 20+ tattoos I got during those two years, while others 

spoke with me as they showed me their shops, portfolios, and their own tattoos.  

Furthermore—I interacted extensively with hundreds of people who got tattoos. 

Many were among the few hundred clients I tattooed during my first two years. I also 

spoke with hundreds more at Premium and sometimes for hours as they got tattooed by 

other people. I was like any tattooer in that I learned from these people. They were my 

teachers. I gained insight into aesthetic trends as well, often from my younger clients who 

proved Matt correct in his suggestion that my clients would give me some of my very best 

tattoo-design ideas. I incorporate the insights of tattoo clients periodically throughout 

this dissertation.   
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The majority of my formal interviews were with women and those who identify as 

queer, trans, or gender non-conforming. The prevalence of women and queer folks in my 

formal interviews is partly an effect of my geographic location, as the Bay Area has been a 

major hub of gay, lesbian, and queer/trans community for decades. It’s also an effect of 

them being more willing to sit for a formal interview than were many of the tough, 

presumably straight cisgender men I met. As I explore in the next chapter, I found those 

embodying marginalized statuses in the hierarchies of gender and sexuality to be open 

about their views of the tattoo world, perhaps as a result of them having been excluded 

from it for decades.  

Many white, tough-looking men declined to sit for an interview. This is partly 

because of their secrecy about tattooing, but also because I failed to build enough trust 

with them. They likely would have been more amenable to talking if I’d gotten their 

tattoos, but I couldn’t pay $300 per interview. It’s also the case that I walk, talk, and look 

like the sensitive, intellectual guy I’ve become, one who embodies a more feminine, even 

suspect, masculinity.  

My nervousness in tough tattoo shops was painfully obvious and proved to be a 

barrier to accessing some tattooers. This nervousness only grew upon having some tough 

tattooers respond forcefully to my requests, with one of them folding his arms to say, 

“You’re lucky you can even walk in here.” These men projected a masculinity that was 

hard for me to achieve. I’d begin feeling like an imposter while walking away. I’d thank 

them for their time.  

I incorporate the perspective of tough-tattooers and notes on tattoo history with 

help from secondary sources. These sources include academic research on tattooing, 

notably by Lane (2020), Kosut (2014, 2006, 2003), and Sanders (1989). I also draw from 

Thompson (2015), Pitts (2003), Atkinson (2002), Mifflin (2001), Sullivan (2001), 

Braunberger (2000), Vail (2000), and DeMello (2000). In addition, I use interviews from a 

tattoo-specific podcast called “Books Closed” by Andrew Storz. I interviewed Andrew, got 

a tattoo from him, and we corresponded. I draw from publications, including Tattoo Time, 

Machine Gun Magazine, and TTTISM while using memoirs of prominent tattooers, 
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including that of tattooer/ historian Ed Hardy (2013). Finally, I learned a great deal by 

spending those first two years interacting with tattoo specific social media content, as I 

became absolutely steeped in the tattoo world.  

I contextualize these sources with materials from museum exhibitions, as the rise 

of interest in tattooing among curators and their audiences allowed me to interact with 

tattoo artifacts. These museums hosted panel discussions which I attended and during 

which I asked questions while taking notes: a 2019 exhibition at the Contemporary Jewish 

Museum in San Francisco titled Lew the Jew and His Circle: Origins of American Tattoo, a 

2019 exhibition at San Francisco’s Asian Art Museum titled Tattoos in Japanese Prints, 

and a 2019 exhibition at the DeYoung Museum in San Francisco titled Ed Hardy: Deeper 

Than Skin.  

This project is, however, like any ethnographic research project: it describes and 

analyzes what the researcher found. It doesn’t and couldn’t describe every tattooer and it 

doesn’t explain the full complexity even of my own experience. Ethnography narrates 

many partial truths, as much as it stems from systematic research practice. I try to do in 

writing what a good tattoo does in skin: tell a clear and impactful story—one that has 

been radically distilled from the messy, laborious, and painstaking process through which 

it was produced. 

I ultimately tell this story in what Hughes (1971) describes as the “three languages 

of the sociologist.” These include the language of my professional sociological peers, my 

fellow tattooers, and those who might know very little about sociology and tattooing. As 

Desmond describes (2007: 296-7), professional peers want an innovative theoretical 

contribution, those studied want honest yet flattering representation, and general 

readers want juicy narratives. There are moments wherein I cater to one audience more 

than another. These moments only echo a larger set of tensions I experienced while living 

and working in the simultaneous roles of sociologist, tattooer, and writer aiming to 

translate this story to a larger audience.  
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Entry: Getting-in with Matt  
 

I met Matt in 2012, back when it was best to learn about tattooers by word of 

mouth, by visiting tattoo shops, and by checking out tattoo shop websites. I’d become 

motivated to get a tattoo from him after seeing his tattoos on the body of a neighbor of 

mine in Oakland. I visited Matt’s shop, got a piece, and remained his client across the six 

years in which we developed what he’d call “our rapport.”  

This rapport—an affinity simultaneously legible and elusive—proved crucial in my 

ability to eventually secure an apprenticeship with him at his shop. Matt and I had a 

somewhat pre-conscious understanding of one another. This understanding was 

facilitated through shared biography, as Matt and I both came up through tiny, rough 

punk rock scenes: mine being in Bakersfield, California and his in Socorro, New Mexico. 

We were both white, straight, cisgender men who enjoyed similar types of music, food, 

fashion, and tattoos. We were political leftists and we were both redheads, too.  

I only began to imagine a life in tattoos after witnessing and writing an article 

about a struggle in the tattoo world, one inspired by Matt himself when he trampled over 

conventional apprenticeship practices among tattooers by agreeing to open a “tattoo 

school.” As he learned, tattooers defend their apprenticeship model of training in 

response to such initiatives (I explain this struggle in chapter one). The article I wrote was 

for the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (Mabry 2018), and it helped Matt notice my 

passion for social research.  

Shortly after, I decided to write a dissertation about tattooing. I asked Matt if I 

could hang around his shop to observe the scene. He agreed, albeit hesitantly, and 

suggested I could “follow his apprentice around for a few days.” I arrived the next 

morning and stood around wondering if I’d ever not notice my body in that space. I was 

awkward, albeit talkative, and unsure whether I’d make something of the experience.  

There were moments when the positive role of the rapport between Matt and I 

became clear, one of them on my very first day. I’d accidently sat near the shop’s music 

control tablet and found myself searching the room when the playlist abruptly ended. I 
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felt a sense of urgency as Pauly and Matt looked to me. Pauly even said, “Don’t fuck this 

up, pal.”  

I chose the punk rock group Black Flag, and specifically their 1982 Everything Went 

Black album. Matt yelled, “He passed the test!” I knew Black Flag would work, and I knew 

any Black Flag album led by their last front man Henry Rollins would not work. That Matt 

and I shared appreciation of music from the 80’s punk scene, resonating partly because it 

was so characterized by white, male, working-class anger, mattered. His delight upon 

later seeing me tattoo the logo of one of our favorite bands, The Misfits, upon my own leg 

months later only encouraged me to feel somewhat at home in his world.  

I spent my first few months at the shop trying to become asset. I’d arrive on time 

and get to work, cleaning like hell and pursuing projects. I re-designed Premium’s website 

and took over/improved the shop’s social media presence. I would take photos of Matt’s 

tattoos and assist him throughout the tattoo process. I also allowed Matt’s two 

apprentices to practice by tattooing my body. All of this inspired Matt to notice my deep 

interest in tattooing and my potential to contribute.  

Pauly would consistently challenge my presence at Premium in the first few 

months. He stood one day with a giant, wooden, sword on the back patio looking at me 

through bleary eyes, “You’re a spy, man, that’s what I’m going to call you, the spy.” Matt 

told me later on that Pauly tried quite hard to disallow my presence as a researcher. 

There were moments of tension in group settings, too. Obi Kaufman, a writer and former 

tattooer at Premium, asked one afternoon while we stood around the patio, “So what are 

you doing here?” Everyone turned to hear my response. I evaded by quickly—

awkwardly—by changing the subject.  

It was about four months after my first day when he pushed me to request what 

he assumed was the thing I really wanted: an apprenticeship. I asked and he said yes, with 

a dozen caveats and more than a few promises that he’d have to “burry me in the yard” if 

I blew it.  
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Premium and the Masculinity of a Scene 
 

Premium was like many tattoo shops in that it could be a rather masculine scene 

and especially when I first arrived. Its masculinity was partly achieved by aesthetic 

choices: the floor was painted black and a black saloon style door kept clients from 

entering work areas. The bathroom was black and although it included a visible supply of 

tampons, the tiny room had a tough feel. There was the music, too, most of which 

included 70’s rock and roll, 80’s punk, 60’s funk and acid rock, and also every album 

produced by the rock and roll band Thin Lizzy.  

The aesthetics of space contributed to Premium’s potential to masculinize those 

within it. That is, a person could be more inclined to experience and perform masculinity 

in the shop than elsewhere—or even in the same space after its 2021 renovation, through 

which large plants, white walls, and an open floorplan were instated.  

Sociologists explain the potential for aesthetics to motivate gendered experience 

by revealing gender to be, among other things, “deeply sensed” and environmentally 

contingent (Barber 2016:75). People feel more butch, fem, queer, or manly across 

different environments, partly due to the aesthetic conditions of space (Archer 2005). 

While those at Premium might have wanted to avoid expecting clients, and each other, to 

“man up” on account of its toxic implications (i.e. Berg, Linden, Schultz 2019; Paap 2006), 

the sights and sounds of the space could impart upon some within it a motivation for 

manliness.  

The masculinizing character of Premium influenced the gendered atmosphere of 

experience for clients and tattooers. Kris Paap (2006) suggests that people can be “made 

into men” through their work, and more specifically by “how doing the work feels and 

how such feelings are accomplished” (109 italics in original). This dynamic between the 

physicality of work and it being interpreted as masculine constitutes a “physiology of 

masculinity” (see Paap :108-130). The physiology of tattoo labor, as I explain in chapter 

one, is an outcome of how people interpret the physical characteristics of tattooing.  

Although I didn’t feel especially-masculine in my everyday experience, and as 

much as I occasionally twirled to Kate Bush at the shop, I often did feel manly while in 
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that space. It sometimes gave me confidence. It ultimately shaped how I learned to 

interpret my bodily responses to tattoo labor: transforming my elevated heart rate into 

evidence of my personal involvement with adventure. It also—on few occasions, and 

especially at the beginning—made me wonder if I would ever fit in. 

There were six men working at Premium when I arrived. Three of them were 

white, one of them Black, one Filipino, and another Argentinian who passed for white. 

Two of them most shaped my experience: Matt, who had been tattooing since 1991 and 

who had owned the shop for 12 years, and Pauly, a former apprentice of Matt who had 

been tattooing for three years, even though he’d been around Premium for 10.   

Pauly was the white-passing Argentinian; he spent his childhood in Oakland. He 

was protective of the shop, often envious of my tattooing, suspicious of my motives, and 

helpful most of the time. He worked for a licensed electrician during the day and was very 

much a working-class tattooer, something I describe later on. He became a friend. While I 

foreground my relationship with Matt and Pauly most in this dissertation, I also feature 

one of Matt’s earlier apprentices, a shy white guy name Kyle, and another who was taken 

on one year into my tenure, an introverted queer person of color with immediate skill in 

tattooing, Karime.  

There was plenty of drinking, smoking, and some cocaine use but not among 

everyone in the shop. I gained limited praise in my general refusal of each. Most of my 

refusal occurred while we gathered to play Dungeons & Dragons on Wednesdays. We’d 

stand around a table of miniature castles and trees while Matt, our dungeon master, and 

would puff up his chest and speak like a dragon defending occult objects. My eyes would 

sting while standing in that smoke-filled room. It was a lot of fun, even if it was radically 

different than the gallery openings and home-cooked dinner parties I’d grown 

accustomed to enjoying in my personal life.  

At the same time, my understanding of the masculine character of Premium and 

its potential to masculinize those within it was routinely challenged. Matt consistently 

rallied against what he would describe as the “white-straight-fucking-bro-shit” or 

“douchebag-fucking-bro-club” that was the tattoo world as he had experienced it. He 
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celebrated an opportunity to apprentice two queer women of color and continually 

shared with me big plans to re-imagine the shop’s interior space so that it would further 

animate inclusivity. He set out to complete this re-design in 2021, painting the place 

white and adding plants to produce what he described as an “inviting” and “updated” 

experience for clients and ourselves.  

Matt told me early into our experience, “We absolutely have to break up this bro 

club. We need to do this thing right.” We’d discuss the importance of getting the 

gendered pronouns of our queer and trans clients and colleagues right, even if both Matt 

and Pauly sometimes struggled in the effort. We held benefits for the indigenous people 

of our area, the Ohlone, and for an abortion clinic in the Southern state of Georgia. We 

engaged continual discussion of racial justice, the need for leftist social change, and we 

repeatedly heard from young, college-going women and queer clients that our shop was a 

welcoming environment. 

Matt celebrated such comments as evidence that Premium was on the right path, 

even if he seemed to stick to what he knew best from a place of habit. What he knew best 

involved a world of ideas, practices, and objects appreciated most by people like him: 

straight white guys who grew up poor and who found solace in Dungeons & Dragons, rock 

and roll, tattoos, and drinking.  

Yet Matt would arrive to the shop in his small hybrid vehicle, one with a bumper 

sticker featuring three leftist women of color in congress at the time: Alexandria Ocasio-

Cortez, Ilhan Omar, and Rashida Tlaib. He’d put a well-balanced lunch prepared by his 

spouse in the fridge. He was an avid fan of sumo wrestling and he enjoyed eating and 

cooking fresh foods from around the world, often sharing with me advice for finding 

obscure spices and authentic sushi.  

There was a tension about his life which seemed unresolved, as Matt appeared to 

straddle the rougher world of his youth and the more middle-class and middle-aged life 

that he and his spouse established for themselves and their two kids over time. There 

were times when the tension in his life clashed with my own—when my struggle to be a 
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researcher, teacher, and a tattooer troubled him. It was a problem that I couldn’t 

dedicate every day to tattooing.   

It ultimately took me years to notice all of this—as well as to begin understanding 

the nuances of daily tattoo practice. I dove deep with Matt instead of diving shallow 

across the tattoo world because I knew, even early on, that I’d need to be in tattooing to 

understand it. I also knew there was something yet to be explained about tattooing in 

scholarship on the topic, but I didn’t know what that thing was until I sat to do my first 

tattoos. I quickly found out what it was I’d sociologically explain: the embodied production 

of tattooers—or how the process of becoming a tattooer can shape a person’s physical, 

mental, emotional, and moral life. 

 

On the Social Research of Tattooing  
 

Blood and Lightning is the first sociological account of tattooing to take a 

participatory “inside” view of becoming a working tattooer. My unique use of auto-

ethnographic description conjures what it feels like to train the body in response to the 

great demands of basic tattoo practice. I engage with scholarship on body labor to 

theorize the embodied character of tattooing. An intersectional approach to race and 

gender allows me to explore relations of power and autonomy in a contemporary and 

expanding world of sociocultural and economic production.  

As Lane (2020) notes, research on tattooing most often foregrounds the people 

who get tattoos rather than those who do them. This research helps us understand that 

people get tattoos to understand themselves, to articulate themselves to others, to 

achieve control over their bodies, and to pursue spiritualities (i.e. Thomas 2014; Thomas 

et al. 2005; Pitts 2003; Sullivan 2001; DeMello 2000). Some of this work (see Pitts 2003; 

Mifflin 2001; Braunberger 2000) highlights the relationship between tattoos and women, 

revealing the ongoing feminist struggle for bodily autonomy in the white, working class, 

and overtly masculine tattoo world.  

Blood and Lightning contributes to our stock of knowledge about those who get 

tattoos, but its primary task is to explain those who do them. This focus on the tattooer 
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connects my work to others who do likewise, notably Sanders (1989), Vail (2000), Kosut 

(2003, 2006, 2014), and Lane (2020), all of whom offer a complex analysis of tattooers’ 

workplace experience. Compared to them, my focus is more intimate and visceral, as I 

seek to enter and understand the bodies of those who do tattoos more than the role of 

tattooers and the place of tattooing in a broader context. This attention to embodiment 

remains unique among scholars. 

Research of Sanders (1989) and Lane (2020) is closest to mine in key ways. 

Sanders’ Customizing the Body has served as the mainstay ethnography on tattooing for 

thirty years and for good reason. The book explores the tattooer’s career, the relationship 

between tattooers and clients, conditions of risk and touch in tattoo shops, and the 

relationship between tattooers and the discourse of fine art. It’s full of important 

information, and the fact that Sanders could produce such an observational book in the 

1980’s tattoo world remains encouraging in light of tattooing’s relatively underground 

and secretive character.   

Customizing the Body (along with its newer edition -- see Sanders and Vail 2003) is 

very much about tattooers, but it outlines the tattoo world of the 80’s. Sanders’ self-

described goal is to expand “the ‘institutional’ perspective within the sociology of art” 

(Sanders and Vail 2003: xvi). His main concern is deviance as associated with tattooing, 

and he labors to elevate tattooing as an art form through a social analysis of artistic 

production, in the classic “production of culture” tradition advanced by sociologist 

Howard Becker (1982).  

Lane’s (2020) The Other End of the Needle effectively updates Sanders’ work, 

while also attending to the relationship between tattooers and forms of state regulation, 

which Lane explains by theorizing tattooers’ “legal consciousness” (98-121). The book 

describes how tattooers relate to categories of art and craft, how they interact with forms 

of occupational prestige and stigma, and how the tattoo world responds to innovation 

and outsiders. It offers substantial historicization of tattooing and explores how tattooers 

understand themselves.   
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Lane’s work is, like that of Sanders, very much about tattooers. It’s likewise true 

that he responds to a guiding research question less involved with tattooers themselves 

and moreso with the tattoo world. He asks, “How do marginal occupations organize in 

advanced capitalism?” (189).  

Lane’s driving concern isn’t deviance per se, but rather the outsider-character of 

tattooing in relation to more legitimized and professionalized forms of socioeconomic 

production. He describes the surprising capacity for tattooing to exist as a decentralized 

occupational world. I draw on his insights extensively, both from the book and 

correspondence. Beyond Sanders (1989) and Lane (2020), I’m motivated by Kosut’s 

(2014) articulation of “cultural hierarchy” in the tattoo world, and I use this articulation 

when explaining the relationship between tattooers and the discourse of fine art. I 

dialogue most directly with Kosut’s scholarship when expanding on the character of craft 

production, and when explaining how tattooers gain access to degrees of autonomy on 

account of their relationship with fine-art or craft discourse.  

All of this to say, the existing scholarship offers significant insight into tattoos, 

tattooing, and tattooers. It informs Blood and Lightning in many respects, yet my focus on 

embodiment – the bodies of tattooers as quite literally produced through the visceral, 

fleshly, act of tattooing --remains unique. Although the body as such has not been 

common terrain in sociology, two concepts have emerged that are critical to my analysis: 

carnality and body labor.   

 

Toward a Flesh and Blood Account 
 

As I have emphasized, research on tattooing—that fleshy form of craft/art 

production—has yet to offer a thorough appreciation of its embodied character and its 

overall carnality. This is partly because researchers have simply asked questions 

unassociated with the embodied experience of tattooers, but it’s also due to the 

challenge of capturing and communicating carnal experience.  

The dearth of carnality in tattoo research remains, at least to some extent, an 

outcome of choices made by scholars with regard to their research design and their 
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modes of communication. It’s difficult, and perhaps impossible, to appreciate, theorize, 

and explain what tattooing does to a person’s embodied experience while watching 

tattooers work and asking them questions. It’s especially challenging to describe 

embodied experience using analytical, impersonal ways of writing. I didn’t think to 

explore embodiment until I sat watching my hand rattle in anticipation of doing tattoos 

and I failed to communicate its social nuances until I began writing from within my own 

bodily experience.  

I’m convinced that researchers of tattooing would have been compelled to write 

something like Blood and Lightning if they had—as I have—tattooed the live, squirming 

bodies of strangers in a shop repeatedly. They might have also tried to explain what 

happened to them, to their embodied experience, through auto-ethnographic 

description, even while recognizing that no description, no matter how vivid, can fully 

express the profound and transformative experience of pulling a line or filling a section on 

the seeping flesh of another person.  

Sociologists have set the stage for some success in this effort, though, in 

developing methodological programs appropriate for carnal research. Mears (2011) 

reminds us of Goffman’s insight regarding the goal of the ethnographer: that they should 

“tune” their body to the people and world they hope to explain. This tuning might allow 

the ethnographer to, for instance, “be capable of feeling as they feel” (265) and as such, 

become prepared to explain the complexity of a social world chalked full of sensation and 

embodied experience.  

Loic Wacquant’s (2015) “sociology of flesh and blood,” a methodological approach 

with feminist precursors (see Pitts-Taylor 2014), is a key touchstone. Wacquant 

developed this approach while training as a boxer in Chicago (and even competing in a 

refereed fight) in the context of researching the topic of race and masculinity in an urban 

ghetto (2004). Wacquant’s deep dive into the world of boxing leads him to suggest that 

researchers enact with their bodies the daily lives of the those who inhabit the world they 

intend to understand. His is a form of “enacted ethnography.” It’s motivated by a way of 
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thinking about experience and knowledge. I embrace this way of thinking to explain the 

embodied production of tattooers.   

Wacquant (2015) paints the human being, or what he calls the “social animal,” as 

constituted through involvement with forms of practical social action. He argues 

researchers would do well by treating the “body, mind, activity, and world” as jointly 

constituted, and suggests we work to appreciate the world of others from within their 

body-mind-activity-world experiences (3). It’s for this reason that the research approach 

he advocates lies at the crossroads of sociology, cognitive science, and natural philosophy 

(Pitts-Taylor 2016; Lizardo 2014; Bluhm et. al. 2012; Solomon 2007; Shilling 2003), and it’s 

among the reasons why it will help bring the body and embodiment into an analysis of 

tattoo labor. 

Researchers undertaking enacted ethnography can become constituted alongside 

others by developing sets of “embodied practical knowledge” derived from direct, carnal, 

entrenchment in the “webs of action” they hope to explain (Wacquant 2015:2). They can 

wield this entrenchment while offering their reading audiences the kind of thick 

description which allows readers access to other worlds. This is in part because the 

practice of enactment allows the sociologist to produce knowledge from the body rather 

than of it. As Wacquant notes, the researcher’s body can become a “fount of social 

intelligence and sociological acumen” through which to understand the world (5). 

Of course, not all researchers can or should pursue this program. There are things 

people shouldn’t work to experience directly, i.e., imprisonment, human trafficking, or 

drug addiction. And some researchers can more easily do this work because they, like I, 

have been born into a white, male, cisgender, body. There’s also the matter of access to 

unstructured time, as not all researchers can spend 10 uninterrupted hours in a tattoo 

shop repeatedly as I did. There are the nuances of skill and aptitude as well. It so 

happens, for instance, that I’ve developed skill in illustration and painting for decades. I 

would have been hard pressed to become a tattooer had I not had considerable practice 

drawing. For these and other reasons, I refrain from suggesting enactment as the only 
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way to understand embodiment. It was available to me, fortunately, and it proved 

essential for my identifying and explaining the embodied character of tattoo labor.  

 

Approaching Tattooers as Body Laborers 
 

I approach tattooing as a form of body work—as a kind of labor—and suggest that 

tattooers are body laborers because they work on the bodies of other people for money 

(see Kang 2010: 18-21).4 Tattooers are among those engaged in a form of commercial 

exchange that Wolkowitz (2013) calls “the contemporary body work economy.”5  

A short list of others in this economy would include manicurists (Kang 2010), hair 

stylists (Gimlin 1996; Barber 2016), massage therapists (Oerton 2004; Purcell 2013), 

strippers (Wesley 2003; Barton 2006; Deshotels and Forsyth 2007); and even nightclub 

bouncers (Monaghan 2002). The list might also include sex workers (Wolkowitz, Cohen, 

Sanders and Hardy 2013), surgeons (Bosk 2003), elderly care providers (Twigg and Atkin 

2000), and therapeutic spa workers (Little 2012). Although these workers encounter 

wildly different experiences due to the localized meanings and practices associated with 

 
4 Sociologists use the concept of “body labor” to specify work done to bodies within regimes of capitalist 
commodification. They often use “body work” to describe effort aimed toward the body in a general 
manner, work that might be done at home or school. The distinction between body labor and body work, 
however, isn’t upheld by everyone, with Gimlin (2007) and Wolkowitz (2012), for instance, using “body 
work” to describe processes clarified as “body labor” by Kang (2010). I use “body labor” when specifying a 
type of work which is done in exchange for money and I approach tattooers as body laborers to explain 
their lives at work. 
5 Approaching tattooing in this way allows us to see those who get tattoos as associated with consumers 
generally, who have a growing appetite for what Korczynski (2013:33) calls “aestheticizing body work.” 
Bordo’s (2003) description of the postmodern body helps explain this appetite, as she states that people 
have increasingly approached their bodies as plastic and as such readied for alteration (see also Heiken 
1997). Although people have always worked on and cared for the bodies of others, those who do body 
labor today work in historically-unique occupational conditions on account of capitalist industrialization—a 
process which motivates separation between private and public life activities (see Cohen, Hardy, Sanders 
and Wolkowitz 2013:6). This separation inspires a rationalization and commodification of body work 
previously relegated to social roles embedded in systems of community and family practice. Many care 
workers for the elderly, for instance, now labor in the large scale, profit-seeking, private care-giving 
organizations. They care for bodies which are increasingly approached as potential sites for the production, 
distribution, and consumption of marketable goods and services. They also operate within hierarchical 
structures which dictate the degree of bodily intimacy a given care worker will experience with the recipient 
of care (Wolkowitz 2012).  
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their labor, they can be analytically grouped on the basis of their shared labor object: the 

body.  

Sociological interest in body labor emerged in the wake of Arlie Hochshild’s now-

classic 1983 book The Managed Heart which mostly concerns the role of emotions in 

service-oriented workplace environments. Scholars use Hochschild as a jumping off point 

to explore the relationship between emotions, work, and the body (i.e., Mears 2011:106), 

even as the subfield motivated by Hochshild, the “sociology of emotions,” largely attends 

to emotion as a discrete category of experience apart from embodiment (see Hochschild 

1979; Thoits 1989; Wolkowitz 2006:127; Bericat 2016).6 

I join those bidding to bring bodies into the domain of sociological curiosity, and 

I’m primarily interested in explaining how peoples’ experience with their bodies can 

change as a result of doing body-oriented labor.  

My project can be situated with help from Gimlin’s (2007) classification of 

scholarship on body work and body labor. This classification suggests four non-exclusive 

problematics of the field: (1) body appearance work, or the work a person does to 

maintain or modify their body and its look7; (2) body work/body labor, or the labor a 

person extends from their own body onto the bodies of others8; (3) bodily and emotion 

management, or the effort to display and experience appropriate emotions9; (4) body‐

making at work, or how bodies are produced in response to their relevant labor 

demands.10 Although I deal with each problematic across this dissertation, the fourth 

 
6 While Hochschild may be a leading voice, scholars have worked toward understanding the relationship 
between emotional experience and social expectation for a long time, with Émile Durkheim (1915), for 
instance, suggesting people of a society are “morally held to participating in its sorrows and joys” (446). 
7 McDowell and Court (1994), for instance, explain the role of bodily presentation in merchant bank sales 
and Mears (2011) illustrates how fashion models alter their bodily appearance for photographers. The role 
of aesthetics at work motivates Mears (2011) and others (see Witz, Warhurst, and Nickson 2003) who 
approach this phenomenon as “aesthetic labor.” 
8 Twigg and Atkin (2000) look to care work in this vein, noting the distance that those with power place 
between themselves and “dirty” forms of bodily care, while Lindstead and Brewis (2000) analyze identity 
management among sex workers. 
9 Mears (2011), Kang (2003, 2010), and Hochschild (1983) among others (i.e., Mounier 2001; Thompson 
2003) look to emotional experience and display to understand how people conjure, suppress, and manage 
the normative expectations of both civic and working life. 
10 Kang (2010:2), for instance, describes how manicures are themselves manicured through their labor. 
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problematic  became my strongest anchor in seeking to explain the embodied production 

of tattooers. 

Carol Wolkowitz (2012) suggests that body laborers are shaped by the conditions 

of their work. These conditions include the character of client-interactions, the relative 

social status of any worker within their work-context and beyond, as well as the social 

production of expertise relevant to the work they do. From here we can ask how body 

laborers might also be shaped by the organizational environment of authority within 

which they work, and by the meanings associated with the conditions of bodily 

interaction. These conditions include the kinds of emotions experienced, the degree and 

type of touch involved, whether touch happens inside the body or on its surface, and 

whether that touch should produce pleasure or pain (Twigg 2000; Wolkowitz 2002). I 

address these conditions as they relate to tattooing, and in doing so contribute to 

research on body labor in at least three respects: 

(1) I suggest body laborers are meaningfully shaped by the conditions of time—or 

temporalities—associated with their labor. I attend specifically to the relationship 

between a person’s embodied experience and their perception of time as it relates to the 

outcome of their work. This attention stems from my data, as I found tattooers are 

immensely impacted by the fact that they permanently change the bodies of other 

people. Of course, the temporal conditions of body labor shape other jobs as well.  

Manicurists and hair stylists, for instance, might be impacted by the pace at which 

human nails and hair grow; as one hair stylist I interviewed told me, the mantra 

“remember hair grows back” is comforting when they make a mistake. Massage 

therapists and therapeutic spa workers might be shaped by the duration of stress 

reduction among their clients, and sex workers might manage their lives around the time 

their clients spend with them before cumming. Each of these body laborers intervene in 

the bodily experience of others, albeit with different stakes, and these stakes can be 

organized by the duration of their bodily interventions and by the meanings people make 

of this duration.  
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(2) I explore a case of masculine, and masculinizing, body labor. This case 

contributes to research on body labor in part because a great deal of extant research 

focuses on the experiences of women working in feminized labor environments. This 

focus is for good reason, as Purcell (2013) explains, the “defining characteristic” of body 

work is that it requires modes of attention, care, and touch that are coded feminine in 

our society (181). It’s often women who work on the bodies of others and women who 

experience exploitation on account of their work as it intersects with their social position 

in overlapping regimes of oppression and hierarchy.  

Some research does, however, seek to understand the relationship between men, 

masculinity, and body labor (i.e., McDowell and Court 1994; Haiken 1997; Adams 2000; 

Monaghan 2002; Bosk 2003). I’m motivated by this research, although I don’t focus on 

tough men tattooing other tough men. I rather explore the masculine and masculinizing 

character of tattooing while explaining how tattooers I encountered—many of whom 

identified as women, queer, trans, or gender non-conforming—respond to the history of 

masculine meaning and practice in tattooing. My project only begins to explore how 

some tattooers are meaningfully changing the masculine character of tattooing, and as 

such, it might set the stage for future research in this regard.  

(3) I offer a pragmatist explanation of body labor and of embodiment, largely in 

response to the occupational character of tattooing but also as an effect of any one 

tattooer’s deep reliance on embodied knowledge accumulated through daily experience. I 

suggest tattooers embody sets of habits, meanings, and customs as they proceed into 

their work, which I approach as “conventions.” Following Howard Becker (1983) and 

others inspired by the pragmatist philosopher John Dewey (1922),11 I use Dewey’s (1922) 

explanation of habits, or “an acquired predisposition to ways or modes of response” to 

describe patterns of embodiment among tattooers (42). Explaining how a person comes 

to experience and use their body in relation to their daily problem solving can animate 

theoretical curiosity surrounding the patterned experiences among workers who might 

labor in decentralized and less codified organizational contexts, like tattooing.   

 
11 See Gross (2019) 
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In Blood and Lightning 
 

As much as I seek to contribute to the literature on tattooing and body labor, I 

additionally hope to offer an explanation that conveys what happens to people as they 

become tattooers. Matt told me straight away that tattooing could take over my life. His 

statement, or rather his warning, was repeated by tattooers I met. People assured me 

that they, and eventually we, had discovered a gripping vocation. In the face of the great 

challenges associated with their work, these people would argue that tattooers had 

cracked the code: they’d figured out how to have fun and make art for a living. They’d ask 

me if I could ever go back to teaching or writing in the face of having discovered the best 

gig there is.   

This sentiment of discovery, and its association with a calling, is echoed in 

repeated phrases such as “Tattooers are born, not made.” I appreciated this phrase’s 

romanticism, especially as expressed by Faith, a trans woman of color who describes her 

experience during an interview with Andrew Stortz (2021). As much as I enjoyed hearing 

it, my sociological imagination continually questioned it in the face of what I was 

observing. Tattooers, it seemed to me, are indeed made over time. They’re shaped by the 

conditions of tattooing as they encounter them.  

And yet, tattooing was among the most profound and satisfying things I’d ever 

done. Performing such an intimate and challenging task, in those moments when I 

occasionally performed it well, offered me a sensation akin to what I experienced during 

my better times surfing ocean waves. There was joy there, especially in pulling thick lines 

with a confident hand.  

It’s also the case, however, that the daily life of tattooing is fraught. I often 

disliked it. Tattooing is, after all, a precarious service-oriented job that’s hard on the 

physical body. The money flows only in response to the desire of a consuming public 

reached by the hustling tattooer who must, day in and out, match the emotional and 

bodily needs of clients who can be hard to work with. I often wanted to warn those 
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seeking apprenticeships: as cool as tattooing might seem, it’s an incredibly tasking job. 

It’ll wear you down.  

But as much as tattooing is a job and as much as I approach it as a form of body 

labor across this dissertation, tattooing is far more than just a job for many who do it. It 

was this way for Matt, as he maintained an enduring love for tattooing even in its most 

basic forms. Tattooing a quick name on someone’s arm could mean the world to Matt, 

even if he lived for the chance to do bigger and more stylistically-signature work. He’d 

often try to communicate his profound appreciation for tattooing with me, but tattooing 

is hard to talk about.  

The difficulty associated with talking about tattooing stems, like boxing (Wacquant 

2004), from the fact that tattooing is such an embodied thing to do. Matt seemed to 

know he could never fully communicate the great thing that was tattooing but he’d try. 

He spoke in sober and instructive terms by day, working over a design and describing to 

me the difference between a decent tattoo and a great one, but he took on the language 

of epic adventure come nightfall, bringing a great deal of captivating passion to the 

discussion.   

Pauly and I came to describe Matt’s most earnest of “lessons” by its broad theme, 

“Blood and Lightning.” Matt would look into my eyes with an intensity seldom 

experienced among men in public. He’d lean so close I could smell the vodka. He’d stress, 

“We deal in blood. We brandish lightning.” Curling his left hand into a fist and wrapping 

his right around an imagined tattoo machine held mid-air, “Understand what I’m telling 

you?!” He’d command, “Blood and Lightning!” and would catch my eyes darting across 

the room. “Blood and Lightning, my dude.” He’d pause and sigh, especially in the early 

days, as if no amount of him repeating this crucial fact could impart the gravity of its 

significance. 

It got me later on as I sat sweating in the chair while tattooing the bodies of 

strangers. I’d wipe the client’s blood and do my best to steady the machine. I’d try and 

keep my shit together if only so that the client wouldn’t recognize just how easy it would 

be for me to make a permanent mistake. I’d pause and look over to Matt, who’d often 
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return a glance of profound recognition. I’d move through the piece, pulling lines and 

filling sections, blown away by what I was doing. It was in these moments when I began 

to understand what Matt and other tattooers had been trying to describe, and it is in this 

dissertation that I work to produce a sociological explanation of that description. I work, 

that is, to understand what it might feel like to live and deal intimately, as Matt might say, 

in Blood and Lightning.  
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Chapter One 
Enter the Tattoo World: 

 

My apprenticeship formally began the night I did my first tattoo on my mentor: a 

triangle on Matt’s white upper thigh. He sat in front of me while I tried to steady my 

hands. I awkwardly worked out an approach to his body and noticed my hands shaking. 

Thing is, I’d never used a tattoo machine on a human body before. I was beside myself 

with nerves.  

This tattoo was like all tattoos in that it was intimate. It became especially so 

when one of his balls (testicles) plopped out from his underwear’s outer seam. I paused, 

wondering if I should say something while Pauly’s head flew back in laughter. Matt tucked 

it back in and said, “You’ve gotta get used to bodies my dude. We’re talking smelly feet 

and farts and yes, sometimes balls. Part of it.” Matt continued calmly over the music as I 

prepared to tattoo him:  

 

“You think what we do is easy? 
You think what we do is nice? 
You thought you’d be good at this?” 
 

I did think I’d be good at it. I had visions of picking up the machine for the first time and 

offering evidence of aptitude toward its use. But the expectation and its associated hope 

dissolved quickly. Tattooing was harder than I had ever imagined.  

I sat in front of Matt and started the machine by pressing lightly on its 

corresponding pedal with my left foot. I steadied my hands against his leg and placed the 

machine against the skin. The vibrating needles bounced around and made a flabby 

sound. I’d later understand this sound as a signal—telling me to stretch the skin harder, 

angle the machine further, and add slight pressure with my hand. That evening, though, 

was before my senses had been tuned to appreciate, or even notice, the sounds and feels 

of tattooing.  

I made my way into the skin and produced what seemed like a remarkably straight 

line. I only saw what I’d actually done after wiping the area with a damp paper towel, 
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removing excess ink and blood from the skin’s surface. I sat staring at a squiggled mess, 

knowing I’d just put it in Matt’s leg. Knowing, too, that it would be there forever. I was 

dismayed by what I’d done, and I sat feeling embarrassed by my expectation of doing 

better. I so obviously didn’t understand much, if anything, about tattooing. Matt 

interrupted my reflection and spoke calmly, “Put it in there, bud. Let’s go.” (see Figure 2).  

 

  

Figure 2: My first tattoo done on my mentor, Matt. Photo on the right features Matt 
demonstrating to me how to dip the machine into an ink cap before I tattoo his exposed thigh.  

 

I finished the piece and sat back in humbled amazement. I cleaned the area and 

put plastic over the sad triangle. Pauly reached over and gave the tattoo a hard slap. Matt 

slapped it a few times himself. Someone turned up the Thin Lizzy as a pink aura grew 

across the tattooed thigh. That “triangle”—a thing nobody expected to look like a real 

triangle—vanished beneath Matt’s rising pant leg. I stood and Pauly paced with tears 

welling up. I even heard Pauly say “I’m fucking crying over here, bud.” Matt gave me a 

hug. He said “welcome to the fold” while we embraced.  

I felt heavy the next day. By tattooing Matt, I had promised to dedicate myself to 

the effort of becoming a tattooer with him, over the course of years. I’d agreed to work in 

his shop, too. Premium was the vehicle of his family’s livelihood. I felt a great deal of 

responsibility and this was before I realized the true gravity of what I’d signed up for—of 
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what would happen to me over time. I wrote that day in a journal, “Really, though, what 

the hell am I thinking?”  

I was also ecstatic. I quickly dreamed-up a new life for myself. The drudgery of 

grading and teaching part-time at the community college was front of mind. As was the 

challenging prospect of landing interviews and seeking tenure in universities after 

graduate school. I put on music that day and sat drawing for hours. I wondered whether 

I’d ever be able to tattoo the drawings, knowing later that I’d never want to tattoo them. 

They’d make for bad tattoos, even as they made for decent drawings. I didn’t know the 

difference, then.  

As a budding sociologist, I couldn’t help turning away from the drawings and 

toward my ethnographic journal. I’d been trained to approach my experience with 

analytical curiosity and was going to write about my experience. I wondered: what was 

the “fold” into which I had been welcomed? What was it about me that convinced Matt I 

was eligible? What qualified Matt to offer me entrance? Why were things done this way 

in tattooing? 

I use this chapter to address these questions while laying groundwork for a 

broader, sociological explanation of what happens to people when they become 

tattooers. I describe the context in which the tattooers live, work, and sometimes 

struggle. I refer to this context as the tattoo world. I also explain the role of craft in 

tattooing and address its masculine character. I look toward apprenticeship training and 

compare my experience to the more “traditional” version. I discuss a high stakes struggle 

over tattoo training before explaining why Matt was nearly banished from the tattoo 

world in 2017.  

 

The Embodiment of Conventions in The Tattoo World 
 

I find it helpful to think of tattooers as existing in a “world,” and to consider Matt’s 

welcoming me into the “fold” as him offering me invitation into this world. The sociologist 

Howard Becker (1982) explains in his book Art Worlds that any world of artistic 

production is composed of networked people. While artists seem to work alone, they 
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cooperatively respond to one another and to aesthetic tastes of their audiences (34-5). 

This cooperation is often indirect and invisible, such that artists might not recognize their 

work as socially collaborative.   

Research on tattooing employs the “world” metaphor to understand how 

tattooers relate to and understand each other, their clients, and their labor (see Sanders 

1989; Lane 2020). Scholars reveal the reliance tattooers have on those who make tattoo 

machines, inks, power cords, foot pedals, tables, stools, razors, ink caps, paper towels, 

and the green soap used throughout the tattoo process. They also help us see—as I 

learned directly and painfully—how deeply reliant tattooers are on the money, aesthetic 

tastes, and physicality of their clients.  

The tattoo world is an incredibly decentralized thing, but it is nonetheless a set of 

people and practices held together by conventions—established modes of thinking, 

feeling, and acting. Becker (1982) defines conventions as “earlier agreements that have 

become part of the conventional way of doing things” (29). They are taken-for-granted 

ways of pursuing activity. Biggart and Beamish (2003) clarify by describing conventions as 

the “habits, customs, routines, and standard practices” (443) of a group.  

Conventions of tattooing are akin to the “rules of the game,” or a “code,” as 

explored by Lane (2020) in that they are meaningfully shared responses to a set of 

problems. Lane (2020) describes this code as a shared “set of core practices, ideas, and 

values” among tattooers (4,13,119). I use “conventions” to establish the more 

consistently-pragmatist orientation (see Gross 2009), as the concept suggests that people 

establish patterns of habitual thought, feeling, and action as they participate in everyday 

problem solving.  

To suggest tattooers exist in a world characterized by social cooperation is, 

however, a challenge to the fact that tattooers work in enclaves. For instance, Chicano 

tattooers do Chicano style tattoos on Chicano folks in Chicano neighborhoods (see Santos 

2009). Some shops draw celebrity clientele while others never will.  

Premium was like many street shops in that it was rather disconnected from the 

organizing stakes of the wider tattoo world. For instance, working there didn’t garner a 
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person the kind of visibility which might inspire tattoo-specific podcast producers to 

request interviews. This doesn’t mean, however, that tattooers at Premium worked 

outside conventions of tattoo production. As Lane (2020:140-1) suggests, even tattooers 

who seem disconnected from others remain entrenched in patterned ways of thinking 

about and acting in their work.  

That conventions inform tattooers can be seen in their patterned assessment of 

what’s right and wrong in relation to what they do. For instance, most tattooers know 

they might—and perhaps should—face critique for opening a shop within a block of an 

established one. They know they shouldn’t charge too little or too much for their work. 

They also know they will be met with pushback if they teach too many people how to 

tattoo. As the tattoo world diversifies, and as it becomes engulfed in more popular 

movements against racism and sexism, tattooers increasingly know they’ll face 

consequences for posting racist/sexist imagery via social media.  

Many of the tattooers I met were socialized into conventions during 

apprenticeship training. But I also interviewed tattooers who had skipped an 

apprenticeship. These self-taught tattooers had nonetheless become acquainted with 

conventional practices from interacting with other tattooers,12 and through direct 

experience with the problems associated with tattoo production. Regardless of whether 

they’ve landed an apprenticeship, though, tattooers come to embody conventions 

through direct and repeated encounters with tattooing.  

I was like other new tattooers in that I increasingly approached conventions as 

taken-for-granted assumptions. I didn’t experience them as rules per se. I began to feel in 

alignment with conventional practice over time. They felt like lessons learned through 

experience, and sociologists help explain why that is.  

Becker (1983) suggests conventions “become embodied in physical routines.” He 

suggests that people “literally feel what is right for them to do” (203-4). It feels right for 

many tattooers to edge a piece with a thick line, in part to ensure the tattoo remains 

legible over time (see Lane 2020:24,30-1). It also feels right for new tattooers to 

 
12 Vail (2000) describes this phenomenon as a “retroactive apprenticeship.” 
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encounter fear, as I explore in chapter two, and it feels right to refuse tattooing the face 

of a person with few tattoos, as I explore in chapter five.  

That conventions become embodied helps explain why tattooers have a hard time 

separating what they do from what they feel and think. This is also why tattooing can be 

difficult to describe. Becker (1983) suggests people “experience conventional knowledge 

as a resource at a very primitive level,” such that they “think and act in conventional 

terms without hesitation or forethought” (204). Phenomenologists have made similar 

points, approaching people as “embodied subjects” whose experience with the world 

simultaneously involves their thoughts, bodies, and environments (see Moya 2014; 

Merleau-Ponty 1945). Tattooers often approach what they do as every day, 

commonsensical, responses to the world.  

Like others learning to do forms of body labor (Wolkowitz et. al. 2013:8), new 

tattooers transform whatever initial ideas they have about tattooing into an embodied 

type of practical, conventional, knowledge. They often approach and experience their 

thoughts, feelings, and actions as one thing. And as much as tattooers make art, they are 

engrossed in a form of production more akin to craft.  

 

The Tattoo World as a Craft World 
 

The tattoo world resembles what Becker calls a “craft world” (1983: 272-6). He 

describes craft as a “work ideology,” something I explore below, and scholars have noted 

that tattooers are organized into a “commercially-oriented craft structure” (Sanders 

1989:19). Describing the tattoo world as a craft world helps reveal tattooing as a 

commercial enterprise among people who seek mastery over an aesthetically-oriented 

type of physical production, often taught through mentorship and learned through direct 

experience.  

The association between tattooing and craft reflects a 16th century split between 

the “artist” and “artisan.” According to Williams (1983:40-3), it was during the 16th 

century that the term “artisan” began signifying technical mastery, and the term “artist” 

became increasingly applied to those exhibiting (and seeking) originality. Most tattooers, 
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like other craft workers (Becker 1983:275), associate mastery with wide-ranging technical 

proficiency. Many of them also understand their work to be built on a history of 

artisanship.  

Many early 20th century tattooers in the US worked alone, as much as some 

upheld correspondence through the mail. They worked in a craft-world far different than 

the one I entered—the one in which I was able to purchase reliable machines, pre-mixed 

inks in an array of colors, and just about anything anyone could ever need for tattooing 

online. 

Classic tattooers had to learn how to build, maintain, and improve basic 

equipment through trial and error. They made their own inks, needles, and they 

eventually conjured up aseptic techniques—many of which would scare nearly anyone 

getting tattoos today. They also created reproduceable flash tattoo designs and used 

them repeatedly. While some had style, the designs didn’t garner value for their 

originality like most art objects.  

Early 20th century flash patterns and their related modes of adornment13 continue 

to inspire a genre of tattooing referred to as “American Traditional” or “Traditional.” 

Some tattooers use “White American Traditional” to signal its racial character and to 

highlight the racism built into some of its design elements, including anti-Japanese 

sentiment during WWII. These designs set the stage for conventions in aesthetic 

judgement used by many contemporary tattooers in the US, as they foreground 

observable clarity in their determination of “good” tattoo work (Kosut 2014:149).14 They 

deeply inspired my tattoo practice, encouraging me to put bold lines around my tattoos 

and to aim for clarity over complexity.  

 
13 By modes of adornment, I mean how the tattoos are worn, or placed, on the body. The American 
Traditional mode involves placing many palm sized pieces across areas of the body or even in isolation, 
while the Japanese mode, for instance, involves placing large works covering the entire back or most of the 
body. Tattooers pursuing the American Traditional style during my time in tattooing, notably for me Paul 
Dobleman and Austin Maples who both worked in San Francisco, created largescale and connected sets of 
American Traditional designs and describe this effort as a type of bridge between Traditional and Japanese 
tattooing (see Stortz 2021). 
14 The legacy of these patterns and of the narratives associated with 20th century tattoo production inform 
many contemporary tattooers in their understanding of conventional practice, including how they relate 
with tattoo knowledge and other tattooers. 
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Many contemporary tattooers in the US don’t, however, understand themselves 

as involved with craft production. This is because tattooers have nuanced relationships 

with the categories of art, craft, and with the history of tattooing (see Lane 2020:141-5). 

Many of the tattooers I met foreground their relationship with art and are more likely to 

refer to themselves as tattoo artists. They employed the discourse of fine art while 

describing their work and sought distance between themselves and traditional tattooers.  

Tattoo artists have, to use Becker’s language, “invaded” the craft world of 

tattooing. They’ve motivated two renaissance periods in the US: the first occurring in the 

1960’s and the second in the 1990’s. It was during these renaissance periods that tattoos 

became, as Kosut (2014) describes, “Cleaned up (literally and symbolically), 

authenticated, and ultimately valued by certain cultural specialists” (143). What we see in 

tattooing now, with its popularity in TV and social media, is an outcome of change over 

time and in part a reflection of this invasion.  

The renaissance period of the 1990’s was inspired by tattooers back in the 1960’s, 

who had begun doing “custom” work—designing original images for each client rather 

than relying on flash designs (see Mifflin 2001:42; DeMello 2000:143). This practice was 

started in large measure by art-school trained Ed Hardy in San Francisco. He opened the 

first “private studio,” wherein those getting tattooed had to make appointments. Hardy 

and many tattoo artists I interviewed got into tattooing after extensive experience with 

art school training.  

Kosut (2014) describes the tattoo world as undergoing a process of “artification.” 

The artification of tattooing reflects an historical diversification in how tattooers have 

thought of themselves, and how they’ve understood, changed, and embodied the 

conventions of tattooing differently over time. The artification of tattooing allowed for 

many of the tattooers I met to find success in the tattoo world. They, and perhaps I, 

wouldn’t have made it among tattooers in the 1980’s on account of an intellectualized 

approach to tattoo production.  
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 Changes in the tattoo world have also been inspired by a consuming public, who 

can now choose among more tattooers than ever. 15 Oakland, CA is located in the county 

of Alameda, and as of 2018, The Alameda County Department of Environmental Health 

lists 181 registered tattoo artists and 49 facilities (Department of Environmental Health 

2018). These figures don’t account for the many people who tattoo out of their homes. 

But even if there were only 181 people tattooing out of 49 shops in Alameda county, not 

to mention the hundreds tattooer ten miles away in San Francisco, their numerous 

presence is an incredible uptick from what it was in 1960’s, wherein Ed Hardy notes there 

being no more than a few tattooers in San Francisco (Hardy 2013). 

Contemporary tattooers use social media to advertise their work and can—

without having been granted access to a popular shop—amass clientele. During my first 

two years tattooing, 2018-2020, Instagram was the predominant platform on which we 

showcased our tattooing. I spent hundreds of hours cultivating an Instagram account 

under the name DustyTattoo. I used a drawing of a cat’s face as my icon. Cats had, after 

all, won the internet.   

 It was through Instagram that I, and nearly everyone I knew, secured clients. I 

spent hours on Instagram a day, corresponding with clients and finding inspiration from 

tattooers I admired, most of whom worked in Europe. Instagram was so popular and 

useful that tattooers stopped using photo-paper portfolio books. Our accounts severed as 

our portfolios.16 

 
15 Since the early 1990’s, tattooing has become a highly visible, legitimate, and profitable aspect of 
socioeconomic life (Pew 2010; Barron 2017: vii; Kosut 2006; Mifflin 2001). A tattoo-themed Barbie, for 
instance, was released in 1998 alongside a proliferation of tattoo themed TV shows in the early 2000’s 
(Lyons 2014). A Pew Research poll (2010) reports 38% of Millennials have at least one tattoo, with 18% 
recording six or more, up from 15% of Boomers. This increase reflects a reduction in stigma of the tattooed 
body, perhaps supportive of a thinning line between categories of high and low brow culture (see Levine 
2009).  
16 While its editing features helped many users transform digital photos into nostalgic images resembling 
sunbaked polaroid squares (see Leaver, Highfield, and Abidin 2020; Bartholeyns 2014:55; Leaver et. al. 
2020:50-93), tattooers edited their photos for clarity. They used the platform’s “contrast” and “saturation” 
editing features to render tattoos bolder, brighter, and less red. This helped them secure clients from the 
platform who might pause on the clean and crisp images that obscured some of the bloody facts of 
tattooing. This practice, as I’ll explore in a later chapter, added a new dimension to concerns regarding 
racial representation in tattooing as it makes the client’s skin appear lighter than it really is.  
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All of this to say, the craft world of tattooing has changed dramatically over the 

last 40 years in the United States. These changes have influenced the development of 

tools and the degree of artistic discourse/practice employed among some tattooers. They 

have also involved gender and the conditions of masculinity associated with tattooing in 

particular. I explore the masculine character of the tattoo world more below.  

 
 

The Masculine Tattoo World 
 

I spent an afternoon with a tattooer in San Francisco. We spoke about his fine-line 

tattooing work which used super thin lines to produce an effect much different than my 

bolder work. His tattoos blending into the client’s skin, while mine stood on top of it.   

This tattooer told me that his work had a “feminine quality to it.” He also 

suggested that most of his clients were women, and that many tattooers who did fine line 

work were also women. He said all of this before adding: 

 

“You know, women make the best tattoo artists. And not only of the fine line 
stuff.”  
“How so?,” I asked.  
“Like, all tattooing is delicate in a way, right? Women are good at things like that.”  
 

His association between femininity, delicacy, and skill with dexterity might not be 

surprising. But the idea that all tattooing is delicate might surprise some people. It 

would’ve surprised me before I began tattooing, given its masculine character.   

But I wasn’t surprised to hear this tattooer say “all tattooing is delicate” because 

I’d been doing tattoos. Tattooing is incredibly hard, but its difficulty doesn’t stem from a 

requirement of bodily strength. While fine line tattooing requires a careful touch, the 

bold and tough stuff also demands astute attention to detail. A slight change in the angle 

of the machine or the speed at which it is being moved can alter the tattoo dramatically. 

As can minor variations in pressure.  

Tattooing requires an incredibly nuanced set of careful movements. It demands 

more restraint than force. Sure, the tattooer has to sink the needles into the skin, but that 
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task doesn’t require a great deal of physical force. It is, in fact, far easier than I ever 

wanted it to be. I only wished I could push harder against the skin, if only to find a more 

consistent stopping point for the machine. The task involved a careful hovering. I had to 

find and stay in the right spot. All while moving, of course, and at the appropriate speed.  

There is an incongruity between the meanings associated with tattoo labor (that 

it’s a masculine thing to do) and its physical demands (that it’s a delicate thing to do). As a 

practice, tattooing is distinct from other masculinized forms of labor in its physicality, yet 

it resembles masculine-dominated work like construction (Paap 2006) and manufacturing 

(Levine 2009).  

That such a delicate task has been assigned masculine significance probably won’t 

surprise many sociologists. This is because sociology reveals gender to be a relational 

accomplishment. Masculinity is produced and reproduced by social interaction. People 

grant gendered significance to all manner of things, and sometimes in ways that might be 

surprising.  

All this to say, the tattoo world is a masculine world because the white, working-

class, men who have shaped it over time have assigned masculine meaning to its 

practitioners, objects, and processes—including that tattooing should have deep ties to 

craftsmanship (Thompson 2015:123-24).17 They’ve been supported in this effort, if 

indirectly, by broader regimes of gendered meaning in relation to the tattooed body 

which encourages many people to approach tattooing, tattooers, and tattoos as naturally 

masculine, at least historically. It’s absolutely feasible that tattooing could be considered 

an obviously feminine practice if it were to have been produced under different 

circumstances. 

As Barber (2016:11) explains, those who shape the bodies of others contribute to 

the production of social classification. We see, in her case among upscale salons for men, 

an instance of women who help groom a new kind of white, heteromasculine, middle-

 
17 Tattoos in the US have historically been used to form association among men and with positive 
conceptions of male bravado—risk taking, fraternal comradery, and the acceptance of pain. Midcentury 
tattooers were mostly men who spent their time tattooing the bodies of other men. Many of these men 
were sailors with the Navy, that helped develop an association between tattoos and patriotism, but the rest 
were bikers, gang members, and hyper-masculine outsiders.  
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class man through styling activity. In the case of tattooing, we can see how men, in their 

tattooing of other men, have helped to produce a kind of white, heteromasculine, 

working-class man over time. Tattooers, that is, help produce a racialized, gendered, and 

classed subject, and this production is reciprocal: in the making of tough white men 

tattooers can themselves become tough white men.  

Sociologists help explain the exclusion of many women from tattooing by 

exploring the relationship between the female/feminine body and its public meaning 

(Lena 2019; Kosut 2006). They suggest that hegemonic ideals of white, middle-class, 

femininity have helped establish the proper body as characterized by rational control and 

privacy (Grindstaff 2002:242-75; see also Bourdieu 1984). 18 As the tattooed body speaks, 

and often expresses “private” matters publicly, it confronts the socially-deemed proper 

female body (Thompson 2015:36-53). 

The tattooed person is, additionally, experienced through an assessment of their 

race, gender, sexuality, social class, and geographic location simultaneously (Greenblatt 

2014). A heavily tattooed Black person may be read by white people as more likely 

criminal than a heavily tattooed white person on the basis of the durable prejudices 

which align the Black body with criminality in the US (Bennett and Plaut 2018).  

Considering for now how tattooing can disrupt the “proper” feminine body helps 

explain the experiences of tattooed women who have been sexualized and criminalized 

(see Mifflin 2001:43-53). This is evidenced in a 1920 case wherein criminal charges 

against a man who raped a woman were dropped after the woman’s butterfly tattoo was 

presented in court (Mifflin 2001:46). Many turn-of-the-century tattooers worked to 

prevent “nice girls” from becoming “tramps” by refusing to tattoo them or teach them 

the trade (Thompson 2015:128, 132; DeMello 2000:61; Steward 1990). Those 

determining who could join the industry—the gatekeepers—having been mostly men 

bent on teaching other men (Thompson 2015:130). 

 
18 It follows that body modification—on its own—doesn’t bring about negative reception in that some 
forms of permanent body modification have the capacity to align a woman’s body with hegemonic 
femininity. Getting braces installed across a person’s teeth to straighten them or getting fat sucked out of 
the inner body cavity to adds to the presumption of a person’s rational control over the body (Craig 2010). 
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Many of the women, trans, queer, and gender non-conforming tattooers I spoke 

with described situations I might have never faced as a cisman in tattooing.19 An 

incredibly talented woman explained that she faced gendered discrimination while 

seeking work among San Francisco tattooers in 2010. “Shops might have their one token 

woman,” she told me, “but even they (the women) were like that.” Men praised her work 

but challenged her ability to “handle it” or “take it” in the shop environment.  

She described that women in tattooing can “overcompensate” and “act super 

tough” toward other women. This might stem from the fact that many women who have 

found success in tattooing have had to navigate the task of proving their worth from a 

marginal position. Like women in other male and masculine-dominated occupations (see 

Levine 2009; Paap 2006), men often ascribe a woman’s success to the attractiveness of 

the woman’s body, rather than the quality of her labor. This might inspire some women 

and femme folks to conjure masculine presentation and performance. 

But the gendered character of the tattoo world is changing, at least among those I 

met. Women and queer folks are establishing their own shops, and in some respects, 

their own tattoo world. They’re developing localized conventions of tattoo production 

along the way—ones informed by queer aesthetics and a politics of bodily autonomy. 

They often integrate social justice concerns and initiatives into their practice. While 

Premium was a rather masculine space, my success there was conditioned by the work of 

these women and queer folks.  

Changing the tattoo world is hard, but tattooers get to make choices at the micro 

level which help them condition their own experiences. The most powerful choices 

surround the tattoo apprenticeship—the predominate point of entry into the tattoo 

world. I use the next section to detail my apprenticeship before comparing it with the 

traditional ideal praised by those who foreground tattooing’s craft character. I use this 

comparison to introduce an event which nearly sank Premium and Matt Decker for good 

in 2017.  

 

 
19 See also Thompson (2015: 122-51); Pitts (2003); DeMello (2000:61). 



 

 40 

My Apprenticeship 
 

I’d often get Matt coffee from a diner down the street. He was a bit shy in asking 

me to do to things like get him coffee, mop the floor, and clean the toilet. I was, after all, 

a 34-year-old community college teacher. I’d traveled extensively, would soon get 

married, and would secure a PhD within a few years. I’d spent more than a decade in the 

service economy and had grown accustomed to the demands of service work. I was unlike 

other apprentices in this regard—ones he didn’t hesitate to request they do menial tasks.  

Matt proceeded like he had to make me get him coffee, mop the floor, and clean 

the toilet. He’d say that people must “earn” tattooing. “It’s not some casual thing. “You 

can’t just have it.” 

He’d get loaded, though, and question aspects of my apprenticeship. “You 

mopping the floor is a fucking waste of your time,” he told me, “You know how to mop a 

floor, to deal with people, to do this stuff right.” He’d suggest I could run a business and 

maybe better than he. But I’d soon get him coffee, mop the floor, and clean the toilet 

once again.   

We both went through the motions. We seemed carried by a sense of 

commitment to the process—or the conventions of apprenticeship training. While I didn’t 

experience what many tattooers might describe as a “hard” or “traditional” 

apprenticeship, as explored below, I was nevertheless enveloped in a practice which 

granted value to sacrifice. I did menial work without pay but it was reciprocal. I gave him 

time and he gave me tattooing.  

Matt and many tattoo mentors extend effort to produce an educational 

experience for apprentices. Mentors who refuse apprentices told me they’d never bother 

with the amount of work it takes to have an apprentice. One shop owner said, “Why 

anyone would go through all that trouble is beyond me.” He added, “I mean, trying to 

manage the tattoo artists in this shop, keeping it all afloat, and continuing my own tattoo 

practice is enough!” Another shop owner told me they preferred hiring folks to clean in 

part to avoid the “ton of work” associated with teaching someone how to do something 

which was ultimately very hard to teach.  
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Young people would occasionally request an apprenticeship at Premium. They 

sometimes did so over the phone, through email, or by messaging the shop through social 

media. Matt was dismayed by these more casual requests. He told me, “These fucking 

people have no idea what they are asking for.” Those seeking an apprenticeship were, 

after all, asking him for access to the hard-won lessons he’d learned from 29 years of 

work. They were also requesting an opportunity ride-out the ups and downs of shop life 

for years.  

“It can be a very hard gig,” Matt told me, “And I could be an asshole. I mean I can 

be a complete asshole! (laughter).” People looking for an apprenticeship generally didn’t 

seem to realize what they were asking for. Not only in terms of what their daily life might 

become, but also the conditions of their request. They didn’t seem to realize they might 

offend someone like Matt by casually asking for a great deal of his time and effort.  

And there is the issue of style. Matt could tattoo nearly anything, and he has 

taught people who work in a variety of styles with success. But his best tattoos were done 

with bold linework (see Figure 8). His apprentices were best suited to work with him if 

they dug on his style and wanted, at least to some degree, to incorporate aspects of it 

into theirs. “They don’t even know what kind of tattoos I do best,” Matt would tell me, “I 

mean I have my weak spots like everyone. Apprentices should study my work to make an 

informed choice.”  

 

   

Figure 8: Three tattoos by Matt Decker which reflect the style he’d developed over 29 years.  
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Other longstanding tattooers expressed similar bouts of dismay when describing 

casual apprenticeship requests. They’d challenge me to consider what it might feel like to 

have a stranger ask for my most valued experiences. “It’s like someone wanting to walk 

into your home and just expecting to be able to sleep in your bed,” one told me, “Why 

the hell would I just give my home to some stranger? And to ask me over the phone?!” 

Another described the request for an apprenticeship as “a huge ask.” This tattooer added, 

“They’re asking me for a lot and also asking of themselves a great deal. I want people to 

take that seriously.” Echoing others, they concluded, “Don’t just call me!” 

Matt wanted people who were looking for an apprenticeship to show up in 

person. The best-case scenario for Matt was one wherein the person spent some time in 

the shop, getting tattooed there, and learning about the scene. He wanted to teach, he 

enjoyed it, but it didn’t want to teach just anyone.  

 

Matt’s Program  
 
 Matt requested his apprentices show up for six months before offering them a 

more structured apprenticeship. To clarify, the person had to spend six months’ worth of 

unpaid time in the shop—120 days before touching the tattoo machine. This initial period 

took more than six months to complete. He changed his approach in 2021 by adding a 

quicker timeline in light of the COVID-19 shutdowns of 2020.  

During this initial period, those working toward an apprenticeship had to clean the 

shop, prepare and dispose of tattoo equipment, answer phones, and run errands. He also 

asked they draw to improve illustration and design skills and their style.   

These tasks aren’t especially challenging, but Matt’s apprentices did encounter a 

situation which could be rather intense. They had to make sense of a rather unstructured 

trial period under the watchful eye of someone who’s assessment of them could be 

rather obscure. Matt can be hard to read. It’s also a financial challenge. Matt encouraged 

people to hold paid jobs, but not ones that could interfere in their tattoo path (like mine). 

The financial burden was in missed opportunity for a wage elsewhere. For this reason, 
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apprenticeships are ideal for young people with access to stable transportation, housing, 

and enough secondary income to get by. 

 

Learning to See in Red and Green 
 

Matt was very serious about safety. Tattooing, after all, ruptures bodily tissue and 

this poses a risk to everyone involved. Those of us who handle tattoo equipment can 

inspire the transmission of infectious microorganisms, with hepatitis B, hepatitis C, and 

HIV being the most serious. Matt required apprentices to learn how to mitigate cross 

contamination once they began dealing with the tools of tattoo production. He received 

some help from the state.  

California regulation during my first two years at Premium required tattooers and 

apprentices to attain a “Bloodborne Pathogens Certificate” each year. The certificate 

comes from successful completion of an online training program composed of video 

instruction and multiple-choice quizzes. It initially felt a bit like driving school—forced and 

stilted. But I learned a lot and was an eager student. I was generally prone to worry over 

catching disease. 

I was, however, like other apprentices and tattooers in that had to develop the 

commonsensical, bodily, repertoire of cross contamination prevention through repetitive 

action at work. I gained heightened attention toward my body and its relation to the 

world as I encountered contaminated tattoo equipment and sought to deal with it 

properly. I began noticing my hands, in particular. I’d ask myself: can I touch that light? 

Should I handle my phone? Are these gloves I’m wearing even clean anymore? 

Pauly would burst into the shop after a few drinks at the bar, “Gotta remember, 

bud, green and red.” He’d repeat to me over and over, “Once you touch something with a 

contaminated glove, that thing’s red, anything you haven’t touched is green.” He and I 

both learned this red and green classification system during our apprenticeship. We’d 

been encouraged to see the world as cluttered with objects belonging to two categories: 

dirty (red) and clean (green). This—a new founded sensory perception—was essential to 

prevent cross contamination in the shop. It was unnerving everywhere else.  
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Fueled by heightened awareness, every door handle turned red. I began wanting 

fresh gloves for the grocery store. I wondered if Pauly, in his drunken diatribes, hadn’t 

just come from the bar’s bathroom. Was he self-soothing in the face of a world made 

filthy? I’d watch Pauly pick at his fingernails with a knife on the shop’s patio. I was always 

repelled by it. But he was right in his response to me biting a fingernail, “That shit’s nasty 

dude. With the work we do?!” I still bite my fingernails, cringing all the while.   

Matt encouraged me to incorporate this red/green awareness while setting up his 

tattoo equipment. I’d don fresh gloves and drape a medical bib over the toolbox he used 

to store tattoo equipment. I would avoid touching contaminated surfaces while wrapping 

nearly everything in plastic. I’d change gloves before staging single use components: the 

grease used during the tattoo process, the ink containers or “caps,” and a stack of fresh 

paper towels. I’d cover the furniture upon which the tattoo was to be done and I’d 

sanitize my hand before slipping a disposable cover over a pillow (see Figure 9).  

 

 

 

Figure 9: Wrapping everything in plastic and arranging 
it on disposable bibs and barriers to Matt’s aseptic 
standards at Premium.  

 

 

I’d then watch Matt tattoo. He’d asked me to notice things about his body—giving 

attention to the edges of his palms and the tips of his fingers. He’d have me watch his 

feet and his posture, asking me to notice his elbows and arms. He also had me adjust 
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lamps, re-fill ink caps, and dispose of used paper towels. He did this in part to have me 

understand what was touchable and what wasn’t.  

He taught me how to clean, too. I’d take care of the mess after his tattooing, first 

by placing spent needles into a red sharps container. I’d then unwrap the bottles from 

their temporary plastic wrap and place them bare on the table I’d later sanitize. I would 

wrap the soiled paper towels, rinse cups,20 and ink caps in one of the bibs. It looked like a 

large burrito. I’d jam this burrito of contaminated matter into the station’s red foot-

operated trashcan. “Feeling the weight of paper towels soaked in blood and ink,” I wrote 

in my fieldnotes one afternoon, “Makes me want a hazmat suit.” 

I’d remove the gloves properly, ensuring skin-to-skin and glove-to-glove contact. 

I’d then wash and sanitize my hands before putting on fresh gloves and spraying 

everything down with a medical grade disinfectant called “Opticide.” We also pre-soaked 

wipes for the job. Matt would say, “That stuff kills living things, and you’re a living thing.”  

I and others in the contemporary tattoo world follow conventions of sanitary 

practice far removed from the Coney Island tattoo booths of the early 20th century. Those 

tattooers worked out of arcades, travelling carnivals, and “sponge and bucket” shops 

(Thompson 2015:21-35; Kosut 2006). The “sponge and bucket” name reflects a practice. 

Tattooers wiped clients with a sponge dipped in one bucket of water all day.21  

The conventions of aseptic practice at Premium were an expression of 

conventions developed over time, often from necessity. I interviewed a woman, for 

instance, who described herself as the “unlikely founder of this country’s first full-on dyke 

shop.” She tattooed gay and lesbian folks through the 1980’s HIV epidemic in San 

Francisco. She proceeded into each client interaction “as though they were positive.” She 

told me, “We became the cleanest shop in town because we had to.” She found great 

success, in part because gay men were refused from other shops during that era. The 

 
20 A “rinse cup” is used while tattooing multi-colored pieces. It’s a small plastic cup filled with distilled 
water. The tattooer rinses the needles in the cup before transitioning between differently colored inks.  
21 Ed Hardy (2013) describes, “Tattooing the guy: ink, blood, wipe off, squeeze it out, throw it in the 
bucket.” An early 20th century tattoo artist, “Tatts” Thomas, is said to have had a client ask if the needles 
were clean. Ed Hardy describes that Tatts “took the ever-present cigarette out of his mouth and dunked it 
in the bucket. ‘See,’ he said, ‘that sterilizes it.’” (2013:71-3). 
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whole tattoo world benefits from efforts among women like the one I interviewed (see 

Stortz 2021).  

State regulators have also altered aseptic practices among tattooers (see Lane 

2020:101-12). Regulations affecting Premium were organized through the Solid Waste 

Division within the Alameda County Department of Environmental Health. The division 

oversaw its 2009 “Body Art Ordinance” until the “Safe Body Art Act” was implemented in 

2012. The Act mandated annual fees from tattooers and shop owners while requiring 

shops to maintain an “Infection Prevention and Control Plan,” which is a set of documents 

detailing procedures of sterilization (see Department of Environmental Health 2020).  

The Department of Environmental Health sends inspectors to shops and events. I 

watched inspectors pace our shop before checking boxes on a sheet and leaving. Matt 

told me as one of them left, “We can’t rely on these people to keep us safe.” 22 I 

witnessed inspectors walking around the 2019 Bay Area Tattoo Convention with 

clipboards. I watched tattooers quickly place bags over their machines and don plastic 

aprons at their approach. 

Back at Premium we always “bagged” our machines, worked with aprons on, and 

we employed single-use and pre-sterilized equipment. By employing single-use 

equipment, I and other apprentices didn’t have to spend days cleaning “tubes,” the multi-

use metal sheaths through which needles move. Matt ditched these multi-use 

components in part because they require scrubbing and sterilizing after each use. We 

were free from a dreadful and potentially contaminating component of the 

apprenticeship process. 

It was the case that I would nearly break the cross-contamination rules while 

doing my first few tattoos, even with practice handling post-tattoo clean up. I’d almost 

touch something with red gloves before stopping myself. I had yet to thoroughly embody 

the lessons I’d only learned through observation and conversation. I hadn’t yet 

incorporated their logic into my taken-for-granted awareness and bodily practice.  

 
22 Ed Hardy (2013) recounts when regulators came through 1960’s tattoo shops only to run a finger along 
the windowsill for dust (70-4). 
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Getting to Tattoo 
 

For those that made it through the initial phase, Matt invited people into a more 

formal apprenticeship by asking they tattoo a triangle on his thigh. For folks like me, this 

would be the first tattoo they’d ever done. He’d start teaching them in earnest, describing 

everything he did while tattooing select clients. If they seemed up for task, Matt would 

allow the apprentice to do 10 free tattoos on shop mates and friends after securing a 

license with the county—a process involving simple paperwork and a nominal fee.  

He’d later have the apprentice do 40 tattoos for $40 each. These are indeed 

cheap, and they often add supporting evidence to the folk saying: “Cheap tattoos aren’t 

good and good tattoos aren’t cheap.” But those who get apprentice tattoos can often 

afford better ones. They get them, often from friends new in tattooing, because tattoos 

aren’t just things. They are experiences, and I explore this further in chapter two.  

I tattooed my friends while gaining direct exposure to the challenges of tattoo 

labor. While Matt was eager to help, he could be rather hands-off during the tattoo 

process. Matt described a tension which pit his desire to help against his belief that 

people learned best through experience. Learning to tattoo was often like tattooing 

generally: trial-by-fire.  

And Matt could be a thoughtful teacher. He would light up with excitement while 

describing methods which could benefit my efforts. He shared that he often wanted to 

spend less time tattooing and more time teaching. It made him feel useful. While 

teaching people how to tattoo helped Matt develop assets for his business, it also offered 

a way for him to contribute positively to the lives of other people.  

He was rather thoughtful in his assessment of my work. He would surprise me by 

responding to my work just as I was taught to respond to student essays: sandwiching 

critique between constructive compliments. We’d look over photos of a tattoo and he 

would begin with a positive comment before offering criticism. He’d follow criticism with 

proposals for improvement and conclude on a high note: 
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“Look at those lines my dude, solid and nice edges. 
Now I will say, that shading is a bit patchy right? 
You can make it more consistent. Take your time, let me show you… 
But overall, this is a strong piece. Real improvement from a few weeks ago my 
dude!” 

 
Matt’s generous feedback contributed to the character of my apprenticeship, as did his 

promoting the development of my own style and his refraining from requiring I do rote 

tasks repeatedly—such as filling notebook pages with each character of the alphabet. 

These aspects of my apprenticeship distinguished it from what many tattooers might 

describe as the “traditional” apprenticeship.  

 

The Traditional Tattoo Apprenticeship 
 

Any tattoo apprenticeship can be described as more or less traditional, hard, or 

old school. Tattooers know what a person means when saying something like, “My 

apprenticeship wasn’t so old-school.” As sociologists, we can place the hard or old-school 

apprenticeship at the “Traditional” end of a spectrum. It would stand in opposition to the 

soft (read feminized) or new-school apprentice at the “Non-Traditional” end.23  

Any apprenticeship will land someplace on this spectrum as evaluated on many 

facets, key among them being the amount of time spent as an apprentice, the duties 

required for progression through it, and the character of mentor-apprentice interactions. 

For instance, the traditional apprenticeship is said to last 2-5 years. It requires study of 

tattoo history and is pursued by the humble apprentice, who might work in the shop for a 

year before doing their first tattoo.  

I met some tattooers who had gone through more traditional apprenticeships. 

Some expressed gratitude for the process. “I hated it back then,” one told me, “But I 

really see the logic of it all now.” I also spoke with some people who were currently in 

more traditional apprenticeships. They seemed to have access to a complex education. 

 
23 I’m not the only scholar to suggest such a spectrum. For instance, Lane (2020) constructs a similar 
typology and suggests the existence of more “formal” and more “casual” apprenticeships (70-86). I also 
heard tattooers using this “formal” and “casual” language. 
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They learned tattoo history and developed a well-rounded set of skills. I was sure they’d 

thrive as tattooers and was surprised they weren’t experiencing some of the toxic hazing 

I’d been hearing so much about.  

People assured me there was a great deal of hazing “back in the day.” They 

offered stories which fulfilled my expectation that the more traditional apprenticeship 

was something like an aggressive, masculinized, tough-guy practice. I’d heard of an 

apprentice who had to convince a drunk guy off the street into being tattooed. He sat 

trying to tattoo this guy while tattooers threw beer cans at him. Others described having 

to walk their mentors’ dog, do their mentor’s laundry, and do pushups in the street. “The 

old school way,” one tattooer described, “Had it so that, so the apprentice should be kind 

of humiliated.” They added, “But you know, to be humble, a person needs to be 

humiliated.” 

Many tattooers who celebrate the traditional apprenticeship bemoan its bad 

reputation and worry about its demise, stressing that new tattooers often teach 

themselves or go through more cursory apprenticeships. Andrew Stortz presents the 

claims from worried tattooers in his podcast “Books Closed” (see Stortz 2019, 2019b). 

Sanders and Vail (2008) also capture their grievances, while issuing a kind of warning: that 

tattooing is increasingly rife with “blatantly unethical and disrespectful behavior.” These 

scholars seem caught up in the mix, assuring readers that tattooing is changing and 

maybe for the worse, suggesting “Its source in the decline of the traditional 

apprenticeship system is clear” (2008:176).  

Concern over the demise of the traditional apprenticeship can take a moral tone 

and there’s a notable gendered thing going on here. The notion that “hard” 

apprenticeships are disappearing suggests, at least to some degree, that “soft” 

apprenticeships are on the rise. The softening of the apprenticeship echoes feminization, 

when hyper masculine practices are subverted by an impulse toward feminized concerns 

of fairness, safety, and equality—which is itself wrapped up in fears of de-skilling. I met 

feminist tattooers who approached changes in the apprenticeship process through this 

gendered lens. They suggested that the moral defense of the traditional apprenticeship 
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was a smoke screen for those hoping to make tattooing as heteromasculine as possible. 

One told me, “They just want to keep the bro-club alive.” 

I met plenty of tattooers, and not just the overtly feminist folks, who questioned 

whether the traditional apprenticeship actually exists—and whether it has ever existed. 

They recognized there to be more traditional apprenticeships but quickly critiqued the 

idea that there has ever been one, formidable tattoo apprenticeship model. A very 

established tattooer told me the traditional apprenticeship is “more like an ideal, or even 

a myth.” They added, “Almost everyone I’ve ever talked to who argues for the traditional 

apprenticeship didn’t go through one themselves.” Tattooers told me that people in the 

US have learned tattooing in a variety of ways over the last 200 years, including teaching 

themselves at home.  

Pointing out discrepancies between what people say and what they do isn’t to call 

them liars. It’s also not to claim that everyone who supports the traditional 

apprenticeship didn’t have something like one. It’s only to suggest that the traditional 

apprenticeship serves as a kind of ideal among tattooers, and especially those who 

associate positively with the craft elements of tattooing. It’s part of what Lane (2020:178) 

refers to as tattooing’s “occupational folklore.” It’s like the folklore of any occupational 

group—it binds people together. It helps them make sense of who they are, what they 

do, and what they care about.   

While tattooers might change the apprenticeship process, it’s also the case that 

changes can reflect shifting conditions of tattoo labor. Tattooing is different today than it 

used to be. I interviewed a shop owner who said, “I used to have to train apprentices to 

deal with tough-ass bikers, and to make their own needles, and all sorts of things like 

that.” She added, “I just don’t have to do that anymore, I mean tough-ass bikers don’t 

come into my shop and we buy very good needles.” She reminisced of the “old days” 

while telling me—nearly confessing—she was happy things have changed. She added, 

“Apprenticeships change as the world changes, right?”  

The way tattooers relate to the apprenticeship process is, however, only one 

aspect of that which positions them in wider struggles over conventions of tattoo 
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production. Conflict among tattooers can arise when someone subverts conventions in a 

way deemed threatening to either enough tattooers, or to those in tattooing with a high-

enough degree of social capital. Some tattooers can motivate mobilization, such as that 

which nearly sank Premium in 2017.  

 

Near Banishment: The Tattoo School Thing 
 

Even as some early tattooers created informational pamphlets and seminars, 

contemporary tattooers in the US have long worked to obscure access to tattoo specific 

information and training. Ed Hardy (2013) recalls an early San Francisco tattooer named 

Chris Nelson who’d put a brown paper bag over the heads of curious clients. He’d make 

them sit that way while getting tattooed. “That’s how tattooing was,” Hardy describes, “A 

secret world” (56).  

The paper bag has, however, been meaningfully lifted. People can now learn a 

great deal about tattooing on YouTube. They can do so before buying tattoo equipment 

on Amazon. They might not read through the comment sections on those YouTube videos 

which feature tattooers berating the video producer for sharing information. I spoke 

about these comments with a tattooer who told me with a sigh, “People trying to keep 

tattooing secret, they’re like fighting a basically impossible battle.”  

I knew tattooers wanted to maintain some degree of secrecy regarding their world 

when I decided to try and join it. I was well aware that Matt had done a very big thing 

when he offered me an apprenticeship. This awareness prompted my gratitude and fear 

surrounding what Matt was doing for me—welcoming me into the fold. Matt knew all of 

this, too, and partly because he’d crossed the line before.  

Matt received an offer from a group promising to bring diversity and competence 

to tattooing. It was the fall of 2016 and his attention was captured in part because he has 

long disparaged the racist and sexist gatekeeping practices among some established 

tattooers. The group also promised he could make some real money, and more than he’d 

ever made. Growing up dirt poor and wanting to do something good, Matt responded 

positively. He agreed to transform his shop into a “tattoo school,” one among other 
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models of tattoo training which pop up from time to time and shake up the tattoo 

world.24  

The details of the private school organization remain murky, even as I had 

interviewed its co-founder and spoke with two of its “students” (see Mabry 2018). What 

is clear, however, is that Matt made a considerable misstep in getting involved. The idea 

was that he would transform his shop into an educational space which also offered 

tattoos to the public, as it would be staffed by those who had gone through the training 

process. Matt was to help facilitate this transformation and to stay on as a consultant. 

Students paid for the experience, and although I never got an exact amount, I was 

assured it was steep.  

Through squinted eyes, Matt saw the potential for a rad gig: it paid well, ensured a 

break from the daily hustle of tattooing. It also offered him the potential to do something 

he cared about. He was flown to the East Coast to visit these schools, telling me, “They 

were filled with black people, fat people, queer people, and shy people…people who’d 

likely be turned away from so many of the tattoo shops out there.” He told me their 

training on safety measures was beyond what he’d ever seen, too.  

It’s a familiar daydream: help others while helping yourself. The catch, and there’s 

always a catch, was that all the money came from somewhere. In this case it was being 

pulled from the pockets of eager students who might not reap benefits from their 

investment due to their becoming stigmatized through tattoo school participation. 

“People who attend tattoo schools,” Lane (2020) explains, “struggle to earn equal status 

among established tattooers” in part because they “have paid money to learn the craft, 

instead of honorifically earning that right” (84). The founder of this particular school even 

told me that many students keep their participation a secret.  

Matt was met one morning by tattooers hosting a protest in front of his shop. The 

group included one of the most famous tattooers in the history of US tattooing: Lyle 

 
24 Tattooers in the state of Oregon were required to obtain certification from a “licensed tattoo career 
school” before tattooing (Oregon Health Authority 2020), prompting organized response by tattooers 
seeking input and influence in the process such as “Reform Oregon Tattooing” (see Ham 2020). Art schools 
have also been known to integrate tattooing into their curricula with critique from tattooers (see Westphall 
2019; Stortz 2019b). 
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Tuttle of San Francisco. The group also contained contemporary tattooers with wide 

acclaim, such as San Francisco tattooer Grime and Oakland based Freddy Corbin. These 

tattooers rank among the top of those within the status regime of tattooing and as such 

garnered considerable attention toward their effort to shut down Matt and his shop.  

Matt still recoils while recounting a news interview (KPIX 2017) done that day. He 

describes himself in that interview as a “maverick,” something he has told me while 

cringing, “A fucking maverick?!” His opponents had been sharing images of terrible 

tattoos over the internet and claiming they were his. They had been otherwise bashing 

him for weeks and to the extent that Matt had people from Europe calling his shop to yell 

over the phone. “That’s what we had,” one of his major opponents told me, “We had his 

reputation.” The death threats to Matt and to his family—his spouse and their two 

toddlers—came over the phone, too.  

The opposition argued that such a school couldn’t train anyone to tattoo, that it 

threatened the apprenticeship model, and that it exploited people. As a queer tattooer 

told me, “The schools profit on the backs of queer people of color.” Lane (2020:84) 

suggests that “established tattooers view tattoo schools as financial scams” and as efforts 

to variously “defraud fledgling tattooists.” Tattooers rally against the schools from this 

position of wanting to prevent exploitation, but also because they offer a threat to the 

more working-class and craft-oriented approach to tattoo knowledge and training. Lane 

(2020) suggests critics approach schools as places which “allow anyone who has enough 

time and money to call themselves a tattooist” (84), or a means through which a person 

might buy a piece of paper.  

Matt and I openly, and often, discussed these critiques. He would recount his prior 

thinking with embarrassment and frustration. He had convinced himself he was part of 

the solution rather than the problem, and as such his earnest desire to help people 

became in his own eyes something less noble as he began to realize he might have been 

working to rip people off. It forced him to see aspects of himself that he wasn’t proud of, 

and inspired him, as he told me, to be a better person.  
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But he didn’t always take critique in stride. Matt was prone to bitterness, anger, 

and frustration—specifically toward those he thought didn’t give a shit about the morality 

involved in this school thing, but who simply didn’t want competition from new tattooers. 

He wished people would just come out and say that.  

Matt was right in some respect, as many who organized against tattoo schools did 

so because they thought the schools would threaten their tattoo business. The schools 

might, after all, pump out a bunch of new tattooers. One Bay Area tattooer told me, “I 

mean, more tattooers means less tattooing for me.” An East Coast tattooer said, “The 

root of all this is we don't want more tattooers” and he added, “We need to just be 

straight with it instead of like beating around the bush like a little pussy.”  

Matt pulled out of the deal and began rebuilding his shop. Just a week after the 

protest, one of his most outspoken critics sent him an apprentice: Kyle, upon whose knee 

I would do my second tattoo three years later. “They were all about ‘no new tattooers,’” 

Matt told me, “And they send an apprentice?!” 

Matt seemed deeply haunted by having the tattoo world turn against him. He 

would warn me about the “internet monster” or “the robot,” telling me to stick by my 

guns while being careful about my business. “Strangers, man, people who have no idea 

who you are, or why you’re doing what you’re doing, will try to fuckin’ ruin you, man. It’s 

a total nightmare.” 

 Whether any tattoo school fails to teach, exploits the marginalized, or threatens 

business is up for debate. What’s clear is that their possibility poses a threat to many 

established tattooers. So much so that my life as a tattooer was meaningfully shaped by 

Matt’s tattoo school decision. Some tattooers essentially stopped our conversation once 

they learned I was apprenticing under Matt. Most would caution me, however, describing 

the school thing in case I didn’t know. “You know about that whole tattoo-school thing, 

right?” one said. Or they wouldn’t say anything until I brought it up, “Yeah, I was 

wondering if you’d heard of all that.”  
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An Apprenticeship Will Not Save You 
 

Just because I got this apprenticeship didn’t mean I was somehow in the clear. I 

had to go about actually learning how to tattoo other people, and largely from within the 

heat of the action. I had no history tattooing, which was great for Matt. He appreciated 

my total lack of experience, as he didn’t have to “break any bad habits.” I was a clean 

slate of sorts—my body and mind ready for proper-molding—which also meant I had a lot 

of ground to cover. I had new habits to build.  

Matt cherished this because he knew it would help me succeed. He also desired 

evidence of his work, reveling in moments when his mentorship showed. He’d tell me, 

“It’s not like I can take the credit, but MAN is it cool to watch you pick up what I tell you 

and find success.” He added that it was important he had “something worthwhile to 

give.” He also celebrated my wins because he knew he’d also have to watch me struggle. 

And I struggled.  

Matt warned me before I ever tattooed that poor triangle on his thigh: “This thing 

will wring you ragged.” It often did. Because no matter how much I wanted to be good at 

it—and just good enough—I’d have to thoroughly embody tattooing over time. This 

meant I spent a lot of time worrying. Matt and I both knew I’d have to do bad tattoos 

before I ever did a good one. And bad ones are just as permanent as good ones. Matt 

would say, “This will scare the shit out of you sometimes.”  

I was freaked out, but no one around me was surprised. I was just another person 

trying to do my best with a body that would need years of training. It didn’t matter that I 

wanted to skip or otherwise accelerate this near-inevitable fact. Some people do pick it 

up quick, and I wasn’t the slowest to do it. But that triangle humbled me. I’d reflect on 

this desire to get good and fast with Matt who’d become frustrated. “It’s like learning to 

play violin,” he told me “You think you could just pick up a violin and know how to play 

it?” My assumption that I’d be immediately good at tattooing told Matt, after all, that I 

assumed what he was doing was easy. That it didn’t require all the hard-won skill he knew 

he’d developed over time.   
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I had gained access, though, and I had initially thought this would be the hardest 

part. That was before. It was only later that my concerns over access seemed less 

relevant—for me and my situation—to what would amount to an incredible challenge. I 

began to notice the profound mess I’d made of my life months later. And not only on 

account of the struggle, but because I’d discovered one of the best, most rewarding and 

consuming things of my life.  
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Chapter Two 
You Should be Scared: Permanent Marks, Permanent Mistakes 
 
 

I walked to San Francisco’s Asian Art Museum on a cold summer afternoon in 

2019 and met my partner near the entrance. She’d just finished another day working at 

the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art. Having grown so accustomed to institutions of 

fine art, she approached their expansive halls casually. We met at the museum to view an 

exhibition and panel discussion on Japanese tattooing, another tattoo-related event 

within the halls of fine art (see Lena 2019:143; Kosut 2003, 2014).25 We proceeded into 

the exhibition after leaving jackets with coat check. 

We joined roughly 200 hundred people sitting 50 feet below a Beaux Arts rotunda 

for the panel discussion. It was freezing and I broke from the group to retrieve our 

jackets. Others were doing the same, and those waiting at coat check reminded me of 

people in art museums across the US and Europe. They wore stylish clothes. They seemed 

comfortable in the space. They weren’t in the majority that night, however, as the place 

was packed with tattooers. Some were aging pros in slacks, others were bubbly queer 

folks in patterns, and many had what Matt called a “tattoo-bro” vibe. The tattoo-bro vibe 

included a defensive, closed-off demeanor. Its presence among tattooers remains one 

facet of tattooing’s heteromasculine character.  

My comfort in the art museum helped me interact with the tattoo bros that 

evening. As did my being a white guy over 6’ tall, and one perceived as straight. If the 

bros were attracted to me, they did a good job hiding it. Encountering them in the 

museum also proved interesting: while they fit right into the flash covered walls of their 

 
25 The exhibition was curated by Sarah E. Thompson and had traveled to San Francisco from the Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston. The roughly 100 ukiyo-e prints feature the tattooed characters that inspired what we now 
think of as Japanese tattooing (see Thompson 2017). The panel included some of the best in the business: 
Don Ed Hardy, Junii Salmon, Mary Joy Scott, and Taki Kitamura. While I got to view the prints and interact 
with the panel, the night was like most museum event-nights in that it was mostly a social affair. Galleries 
too crowded to see the work and, if you are in the scene, too much running into people you know. I always 
tried to interact with the major players, donning the same curious, extroverted, and sometimes-pesky 
demeanor that made this whole tattoo project possible. 
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tattoo shops, the bros were a bit out of place in the museum. They weren’t at coat check 

because they hadn’t checked their coats.  

I quickly introduced myself to the bro seated to my right. He shook my hand and 

seemed comforted by having something to do while we waited for the panel to begin. He 

told me he had been tattooing about 10 years alongside the four people seated to his 

right. They all worked in a shop just south of San Francisco, looked to be in their late 30’s, 

and dressed in flannel button down shirts, jeans, and leather boots. I told them I was an 

apprentice and they smiled with a sense of familiarity. One leaned forward to ask, “And 

how’s that going?” Two people seated in front of them craned their necks to join our 

conversation. I told them all: “Tattooing is terrifying.” One guy seated in front of us 

chimed in, “You should be scared, man, tattoos are forever.”  

They told me what I had begun hearing repeatedly from established tattooers: 

that they’d all faced considerable bouts of fear in their work. Even those who had been 

tattooing for decades told me they occasionally experience fear, as a tattooer of 20 years 

told me, “It still freaks me out sometimes.” They qualified their fear with statements 

about the outcome of their labor—the fact that they tattoo the bodies of other people. 

This tattooer of 20 years told me tattooing should scare a person because “you’ve got to 

respect what you do to people.”  

Tattooers described scenes I’d come to know well. Ones wherein they sat trying to 

steady their nerves before embarking upon a challenging project. Several tattooers 

described having had nightmares when they first began. One told me they had panic 

attacks. These descriptions came to me not as shy confessions but rather as statements 

which carried a sense of pride—as though their fear was an important thing to describe. 

They seemed eager to make it known, at least to me as a budding tattooer.  

I use this chapter to explore the more emotional aspects of tattooing, focusing on 

the fear and anxiety of new tattooers. I suggest there is a feeling rule of fear for those 

new to tattooing that derives from the meanings ascribed to the making of permanent 

marks on other peoples’ bodies. Tattooers should be scared, I was told, due to the 

permanency of tattoos and the knowledge that they (the tattooers) can—and will—make 
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lasting mistakes. I illustrate how tattooers experience and are affected by mistakes while 

explaining two in detail, one by me. In explaining the notion of permanence as it relates 

to tattoo production, I show that tattoos and tattooing are characterized by permanence 

in two respects: The permanence of the tattoo itself and that of its associated memories.   

 

Fear as a Feeling Rule 
 

That a person should be scared suggests there to be a proper mode of emotional 

experience. There’s a right and wrong implied here. Sociologists refer to such emotional 

guidelines as feeling rules (Hochschild 1983:56-76). Research demonstrates that people 

encounter feeling rules in social situations, and that these rules establish a framework for 

the situation by their capacity to guide people in their emotional experiences.  

People are, for instance, supposed to feel happy at a wedding and sad at a funeral. 

There are expectations of emotional experience, and the event could deteriorate if 

enough people didn’t fulfill these expectations. Imagine a wedding full of people who felt 

sad and resentful, or a funeral full of people experiencing relief. A collective mismatch 

between emotional experience and expectation doesn’t happen often because people 

generally feel what they are supposed to. Those likely to experience remorse at a 

particular wedding might not, after all, have been invited.  

Researchers find, however, that people often don’t experience the emotions they 

might need for a given social situation. They explain that people can conjure appropriate 

feelings in the case the expected feeling doesn’t seem to arrive on its own. Hochschild 

(1979) suggests that people do emotion work to gain alignment with expectations of 

feeling in the case they aren’t already on board. People can pump themselves up 

evocatively, let themselves go passively, or bottle themselves up preventatively.  

Sociologists who study this make an important distinction between emotional 

work and emotional labor. The effort people spend on altering their emotional states can 

be called work when it’s done outside the labor environment or when the effort isn’t 

directed toward securing a wage. Interactive service workers often encounter rules of 

emotional labor at work, as their production of a particular emotional state is among 
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their workplace demands. The requirement to offer service with a smile, for instance, 

would be considered emotional labor.  

While body laborers might be asked to conjure emotions in response to the 

demands of their clients, they might also be asked—or even required—to prevent 

themselves from having and displaying unwanted emotional responses. Doctors, massage 

therapists, and tattooers, for instance, shouldn’t feel frustrated when their clients 

experience or exhibit nervousness prior to a particular treatment or application. And, as I 

explore in the next chapter, these body laborers shouldn’t become sexually aroused while 

touching the bodies of other people (Smith and Kleinman 1989; Purcell 2013). 

That a person should be scared during their first many tattoos suggests the 

presence of a feeling rule. Part of what’s curious about this feeling rule is that tattooers 

don’t work within organizations which dictate what they should feel on the job. 

Additionally, the experience of fear maintains the potential to damage the tattooer’s 

capacity to do their job. Tattooers know they should be scared to some extent, especially 

in their first projects, and they also they know they must work against its presence and 

display. Fear isn’t commodifiable in the same way that a smile might be. So where does 

the feeling rule of fear come from? What does it serve? What about it offers lessons 

regarding the embodied production of tattooers? 

 

What We do is Permanent 
 

Most tattooers I spoke with approach tattooing knowing that tattoos can 

powerfully and permanently impact a person’s life. They know this impact can be positive 

or negative on the basis of how their clients experience the tattoo process and the tattoo 

itself. Tattooers specifically associate their emotional experience of fear with the more 

temporal conditions of what they produce: with the fact that what they (we) do is 

permanent. They approach this association as commonsense knowledge.  

I sat with a tattooer one afternoon speaking across a metal table behind their San 

Francisco shop. We’d been talking a while before I hit the record button on my phone, 

and I asked them to repeat a phrase which caught my interest. They said, “Tattooing’s 
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freaky because you know you are changing the person’s body forever.” This tattooer 

paused before adding, “I mean that’s terrifying in some ways.” Another tattooer, on a 

different day and near a different shop, told me something similar, “Tattooing should be a 

bit scary.” They added, “It’s a pretty serious thing to do with someone, to someone, you 

know?” In both cases we can see tattooers making what seems to them an obvious 

connection between their emotional experience and aspects of their work—that they 

change the bodies of other people permanently.  

These tattooers didn’t surprise me, in part because I had spent weeks coming to 

the same conclusion. I’d lay awake night after night with a sense of dread, making the 

motions of a tattoo machine across my upper thigh while staring up at the ceiling in bed. 

“If only it wasn’t permanent,” I wrote in field notes, “It wouldn’t be so damn draining.” 

I developed a routine to calm my nerves before a day at the shop: I’d avoid too 

much coffee, go on a run, and eat a substantial meal. I would listen to uplifting music in 

hopes of conjuring a sense of optimism and confidence. I’d retreat into the shop’s tiny 

bathroom just before beginning a project. I’d try to slow my breath. Tattooing would 

change for me in these moments: its rock-and-roll aura would nearly vanish. It was hardly 

fun, and it was barely cool.  

I almost puked once and found relief when a tattooer described throwing up 

before their first tattoo. This tattooer recounted a scenario I’d played out in my mind: 

they bent over a sink trying to rinse their “barf-breath” away with water before 

approaching their client. I imagined the scene and laughed with this tattooer—turns out, 

we both considered our barf-breath and of the inadequacy of water in hiding it from 

clients. 

 A tattooer I interviewed told me that she was “a nervous wreck” for the first two 

years. This was about one year into my own tattooing. The statement struck me as a 

near-warning: would I be freaked out for that long? This tattooer added, “I’d probably 

had suicidal thoughts—only slightly kidding (laughter)—after each piece because I really 

took it so intensely serious.” She suggested, “I took the gravity of what I was doing to 

people so heavily,” and added, “I was really tumultuous inside.” 
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I would get scared, but Kyle, another apprentice in the shop, got way more 

freaked than I ever did. A palatable anxiety would pulse through his body. It seemed to 

gather in his shoulders and amass across his a white-knuckled grip over the machine. His 

fear had a sound to it—a kind of rattle from the machine that nonetheless seemed to 

emanate from his shivering body. He’d tattoo my leg in jerks and starts. He’d try to gain 

control over the situation, and re-gain it once it was gone. When I overcame my early 

shakes, Kyle would tilt his head down to quietly to say, “You got control of the 

shakes…Those damn shakes.”  

Tattooers assured me that the fear, freak-outs, and even the shakes were 

predictable. They were even appropriate. They would also tell me that I’d mostly 

overcome. “It never goes away completely,” a tattooer of more than 20 years told me, 

“But it does get a whole lot better.” Matt would say, “Reps, man, you’ve got to get your 

reps in. You’ll get comfortable, man, you’ve got to just keep doing it.” People who 

become tattooers come to embody the demands of tattooing over time.  

It’s true though, and to my dismay, that some people find quick success with 

tattooing. Some also don’t seem to be so scared by it. I spoke with a 24-year-old guy who 

was becoming very good after having done tattoos for just six months. I asked him what 

tattooing felt like and he said, “It never really gets to me, I mean, I don’t know why but 

it’s chill.” Another spoke to me in low tones behind the shop in which they worked, telling 

me they knew they should be a bit nervous when tattooing people and that they never 

really were. I responded to these statements, at least privately, with dismay because I felt 

as though these people where somehow in the wrong. Like they were breaking a feeling 

rule.   

Like other social norms, feeling rules are easier to notice once they’ve been 

broken. People respond to broken rules and especially if they’re invested in the situation 

at hand—be it a funeral or the practice of tattooing. Back at Premium, I asked Matt if he 

ever had an apprentice who didn’t face fear while doing their first tattoos: 

 

 “Yeah man, had this one guy like that for sure.”  
I asked him, “What was that like for you?” 
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“He didn’t make the cut, but you know, he seemed to approach his whole life like 
that… not a good sign!”  
“Not a good sign of what?” 
“A person should absolutely be a bit freaked out,” he told me, “If they aren’t, they 
really have no idea what they are doing, no idea what they could do to someone.”  
 

I asked another tattooer the same question later that day. He took some time to think 

before explaining, “If that person isn’t scared, they’re probably a sociopath, like, they 

have no feelings or care about other people.” We laughed a bit before he employed a 

serious demeanor, “Tattooing is a huge responsibility, knowing that should make anyone 

scared.” He added, “If they say they’re not they are either lying or just kinda fucked up.”  

These people who didn’t experience fear—one real and the other hypothetical—

disrupted the expectations of feeling associated with tattooing. They broke the feeling 

rule. This isn’t to say that every tattooer is expected to feel terrified, but it is to say that a 

nonchalant attitude toward the practice might signal to others (and perhaps to 

themselves) that they hadn’t fully recognized what they were doing to other people, 

permanently.   

 

The Body’s Temporal Landscape 
 

I once had the opportunity to tell Arlie Hochshild, a renowned sociologist of 

emotions, about my research over tea in her Berkeley home. I described this feeling rule 

of fear among tattooers. She was, after all, the one who developed this whole “feeling 

rules” idea. She asked, “But what is permanence, if not an interesting, socially 

constructed, thing?” Arlie helped me remember that permanence is, after all, a concept 

that humans create and manipulate as they make sense of time, which is itself 

conditioned by the ways in which we live.  

Durkheim (1912) long ago suggested that time was “like an endless canvas on 

which all duration is spread out before the mind’s eye.” It’s upon time that “all possible 

events are located in relation to points of reference” (10). People create these points of 

reference, and those most relevant to tattooers involve the time it takes to do any tattoo 
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and the life-long effect both this process and its related product (the tattoo) will have on 

their clients.   

Tattoos last a lifetime, even if the 61 tattoos across Otzi the iceman’s body stand 

visible three thousand years after his death. The lifetime, or life course, is a projected 

temporal dimension of social life. It’s part of what Tavory and Eliasoph (2013) would call a 

“temporal landscape” among many in the US, or that which provides people with 

“overarching temporal orientations” presumed to be natural (909; Tavory 2018). 

Tattooers as well as surgeons (Bosk 2003) approach their work as informed by this 

temporal landscape. While the stakes of their work are radically different, they both deal 

with the longevity of human experience. This is a huge deal for tattooers.  

I’d sit at Premium looking toward the barber shop across the street. I’d recall with 

envy something a barber over there once told me, “When I don’t do as well as I want, I 

gotta just remind myself that it’s not a permanent thing.” I ran to my notebook that 

afternoon, “Hair grows back, man. Fingernails grow back, too. Barbers and manicurists 

have it easier due to the temporary nature of their work. Tattooers are absolutely 

screwed in this sense.” I asked Matt what tattooing would be like if tattoos didn’t 

permanently change people’s bodies. He quipped, “It just wouldn’t be tattooing.” It was 

an automatic response which stemmed from deep embodied knowledge.  

Like other tattooers, Matt and I proceeded into our work knowing that the best 

and worst of it wouldn’t go away. Sure, we knew of tattoo removal techniques, but we 

never worked with them in mind. I was once interviewed, in 2021, by a journalist covering 

some business which was trying to create and popularize temporary tattoo ink in New 

York. Sure, I told them, people might want to get temporary tattoos, but they’re not 

tattoos. The experience of getting and giving them would never be the same. The 

difference tracks that between using a tattoo machine on a grapefruit and a live human 

body: you throw that grapefruit away.   

Tattooers feel what they feel in their productive activity because what they do is 

permanent. They might sit with fear before a project, as I did, because they know their 
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work will shape the client’s experience for the rest of their life. But the body’s temporal 

landscape is nuanced. Because while tattoos are forever, they will always be temporary.  

 

All Tattoos Are Temporary 
 

I got a tattoo on my leg one afternoon. It sits neatly among the 20+ others around 

it, many of which had been done by apprentices and tattooers during my first two years 

tattooing. My spouse and I affectionately referred to my right leg as “junk leg.” I would 

tattoo and get it tattooed by others with abandon. This particular afternoon tattoo 

features the phrase, “All Tattoos Are Temporary.” The words encircle a 3X3 Rubik’s Cube, 

and rather than have the cubes filled with primary colors, they have faces on them 

expressing a range of human emotions.  

The tattoo is still there, but the process of getting it ended about an hour after it 

began. The tattooer and I spoke while he did the piece and he said something that 

echoed what I’d begin to hear repeatedly: that tattoos are permanent but that they’re 

also temporary. “They’re understood by people to be permanent but like, nothing’s really 

permanent you know?” He added, “But that doesn’t mean you can just treat them like 

they aren’t going to be there forever.” I sat one month later with a different tattooer 

who’s piece now sits parallel to the Rubik’s Cube—similar spot, different leg.  

This tattooer and I spoke of tattooing’s emotional quality. I asked him why he 

described tattooing as “emotionally intense” and he said, “Well, you know, tattoos are 

‘permanent’ and all.” He placed air quotes around the word “permanent.” He added, 

“Nothing is permanent you know. Our bodies will dissolve.” I asked him to explain, 

“Tattoos definitely aren’t permanent, but they are in a way.” He exuded a youthful 

nihilism, of which I was a little suspicious, but he had a point: tattoos aren’t actually 

permanent, because what is? Even Matt would question the permanence of tattooing, 

telling me his paintings would outlast his tattoos. 

Many tattooers and their clients approach the body as a somewhat temporary 

event. Rather than fuss over the deep fact of forever, they assume the body can be 

altered dramatically during its short time on Earth. This approach echoes, to some extent, 
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the logic underlying Bordo’s (2003) description of the postmodern body—but not 

because it de-materializes the body (xvi-xvii). By rendering the body a physical object of 

inevitable decay, the body’s materiality is brought front and center.  

Tattooers and their clients often dissect the longevity of a tattoo project into two, 

interrelated, parts: (1) the time spent doing the tattoo; (2) the time the tattoo remains on 

the body. While the first seems fleeting and the second more withstanding, tattooers 

approach both as involving mutable and lifelong effects.  

For example, a client of mine walked in the shop one day and I pointed out an 

excellent tattoo on her arm. She described getting it some years ago while traveling, 

telling me it was “amazing” while quickly adding that she felt regret upon getting it. She 

told me, “The guy was a dick, though. It took me a while to like it.” She always knew the 

tattoo itself was a good one, and she learned to like it over time despite her experience 

while getting it. That the guy was a dick had staying power—it lived on in that tattoo and 

dampened its “amazing” qualities. A similar thing happens when people get bad tattoos 

out of great experiences.   

One tattooer described what I’d come to know well, that the “process of the 

tattoo is crucial.” They challenged me to consider, “If some jerk gave you a beautiful 

tattoo and if a friend gave you a bad one, which would you like better?” While the logic 

has its limit, the answer for me was obvious: I’d take the bad one any day. My clients 

were much the same. While some of them had truly world-class tattoos, most had tattoos 

from people they liked which weren’t “good” tattoos. They’d point to squiggled lines and 

patchy sections while smiling. They’d tell me just how sweet the person was who put 

them there and just how much they loved the piece.  

This insight was useful for me as a tattooer. It also helps explain the body’s 

temporal landscape and the embodied production of a tattooer. That the tattooer should 

approach the time spent doing tattoos as imbued with a potential of permanence shapes 

how they experience their work. Tattooers know they can mess-up even if they do a good 

tattoo. They also know they can perhaps make up for a small error by being friendly.   
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I was trained to recognize this duality of permanence in tattooing and was taught 

to aspire toward ensuring my clients walked away feeling great about the experience—to 

do the emotional labor required to ensure they felt comfortable and had fun during our 

intimate exchange. Other tattooers do the same. “I just try and give them a great 

experience,” a tattooer told me, “because that’s super important, maybe sometimes even 

more important than some aspects of the piece itself.” They assured me they try to do 

their best tattoos, while affirming the idea that tattoos carry with them a memorable and 

profound experience.  

It also means that, just maybe, giving someone an awesome experience can save 

your ass in the case you mess up their tattoo. This knowledge is useful. The tattooers I 

met who foregrounded the process over the product seemed comfortable in their work—

less freaked out than I, at least. Because I never felt truly saved by this fact about 

tattooing, as I knew a bad tattoo (product) would not only disappoint my client, I knew it 

could wreck me. Doing my very best work was, at least to some degree, for me.  

 

Blowouts and Mspelings  
 

There was a guy who had become a friend of the shop over the years—he’d done 

some work-trade with Matt. Matt had him make us some black aprons from leather and 

canvas for the shop, as the guy worked with textiles. Matt gave him a large tattoo in 

exchange. We all sat talking in the shop one afternoon while Matt worked on an eagle 

across the guy’s outer left forearm: 

 

“You know,” the guy said, “Sometimes I work really hard on a wallet or apron only 
to toss it into the scrap pile…” 
Matt responded, “Yeah, I get that for sure.” 
“Working with my hands,” the guy continued, “It’s like what you guys do…” 
Matt shot me a quick smile, “Yeah, but the thing is, man, we don’t get a scrap 
pile.” 

 

I smiled back at Matt. I appreciated what his look meant to me: there was a canyon 

separating the difference between making aprons and doing tattoos. Between work that 
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gets a scrap pile and that which is immediately and permanently embedded in the body 

of another person. There is a little snobbery in this, a you-don’t-face-the-fire-like-we-do 

kind of thing. But there’s also insight to be gained here.  

There is no scrap pile and as much as you should be scared because tattoos are 

permanent, you should really be scared because you work within the constant possibility 

of making mistakes. I would imagine myself in the middle of a tattoo touching surfaces in 

the wrong order and thus exposing my client to a serious infection. While this never 

happened, I still pictured the client showing up with a swollen arm asking for help. I 

would also imagine myself dipping the tattoo machine into the wrong ink-cap, filling a 

spot that should have been yellow with a deep and permanent black—something I 

actually did but was able to conceal. I also imagined myself slipping across a person’s 

shoulder with the machine blasting a line down the arm where none was planned, 

something I have not done but have heard stories about. These images and stories 

haunted me and were occasionally all-too close to my experience.  

I once had a young woman ask me to give her a tattoo of a weeping willow. I’d 

designed the piece a few weeks before and offered it as tattoo flash. I was happy to do it. 

The design was made up of simple lines, and she’d requested I do it in dark green ink. She 

wanted it on a rather knobby hard spot where the arm and torso meet, facing forward on 

the body. Technically, you could say we put it over her anterior deltoid. She was very thin, 

such that the brief layer of skin stretched across tendon and bone.  

I had never done a tattoo in that color and I had never worked on that area of the 

body. I also hadn’t spent much time with the smaller needle grouping I set out to use—a 

group of three needle points rather than the seven, nine, and fourteen I had grown 

comfortable using. Matt would’ve cautioned that green ink is a little thinner than the 

black, and he would’ve told me to be careful about that area of the body, as the knobby 

bits make for complex terrain and especially so for that smaller grouping. But I proceeded 

without asking for Matt’s input.  

I had done dozens of tattoos by this point and approached this one rather 

confidently. I thought it would be a quick piece and one which might serve as a warm-up 



 

 69 

for the larger, scarier tattoo I was set to do that afternoon. My confidence was bolstered 

by my having a positive and quick affinity with this particular client. She was a punk 

rocker who had just bought an old SWAT van with the intention of turning it into her 

home. We hit it off, talking about politics, music, and the homemade tattoos across her 

arms and hands.  

I went through half of the design and wiped away the blood, plasma, and excess 

ink to see something terrible: I’d “blown” almost every single line. You blow a line when 

you go too deep into the skin with the tattoo needles. You’re working down into the 

subcutaneous fat of the hypodermis, such that the ink is embedded too deeply. Rather 

than rest within the skin and remain contained by its material character, the ink spreads 

through the fat. The ink “blows out” beyond what should be the outer edge of the tattoo 

mark.  

Blow outs cause a fuzzy shadow, or halo, to form around what should be a clearly 

edged tattoo (see Figure 10). New tattooers, and those just not paying attention, face the 

likelihood of causing blowouts, especially while using a smaller needle group and while 

working in an area of the body with thin skin. The “tattoo blow-out,” explains Dr. Nicolas 

Kluger in his 2014 article for the International Journal of Dermatology, is among the many 

“underestimated acute complications of tattooing.” 

 



 

 70 

 

Figure 10: The “blow out” is among many potential 
errors in tattooing. The presence of a fuzzy, cloud-
like, effect caused by ink spreading into and 
throughout the subcutaneous fat stored in the 
hypodermis skin layer. This occurs when the tattooer 
goes to deep and—as I did—makes a mistake.  

 

 

Tattooers can cause blow-outs by doing what I did with this weeping willow: 

starting out at a depth and speed appropriate for one area and failing to alter their 

approach in response to conditions as they change across the body. My working on the 

knobby shoulder of my client meant I encountered varying conditions of skin and body, as 

the skin in some areas is taught across low-lying bone and in others is quite stretchy and 

soft. Tattooers have to be very careful in such areas, adjusting and re-adjusting in 

response to each condition as they encounter it. I went along unthinking, putting that thin 

needle far too deep and not pausing to wipe the area to see what I had done.  

I sat looking at the mess knowing I’d made a series of permanent, visible mistakes 

on this person’s body. I began to feel anxious and awful. I sat dreading, too, that I’d have 

to show Matt. I kept my shit together and finished the piece though, by working to 

control my breath and by working—laboring—to portray a calm outer display so as to not 

disrupt the tattoo process. I watched her glance into the mirror on her way to the 

restroom once the piece was complete. I rushed over to Matt to detail the situation while 

holding a brick in my stomach. We soon stood together as he told my client, “There are 

some lines in here that we call ‘blown.’ They’re a little shadowy over there do you see?” 
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She nodded he said, “If that gets worse, or even if it stays the same, just come on back. I 

can fix this up for you for free, okay?”  

Her excitement for the piece astonished me, as did her kindness and 

understanding. She didn’t seem bothered by the blown lines and I worried if this wasn’t 

an effect of her having been flooded with endorphins during the tattoo process.  

She did have a bunch of poorly done tattoos, some she’d given herself, and that 

her response would’ve likely been different, and far more difficult for the both of us, had 

this piece been her first tattoo. As a tattooer told me one afternoon, “Those first pieces, 

especially if they’re like front and center and super important to the person, you really 

can’t fuck those up.”  They added, “I mean, you can’t fuck up anything, really, (laughter) 

but a mistake in those new and nervous clients is the worst.” My client left with a smile 

and a hug. I repeated something like, “Stay in touch, let me know how this heals” and 

“Stay in touch okay?”  

I walked to our back patio and sat on a sad little stepladder in the sun, burying my 

head in my hands. I made guttural noises I only noticed after they’d returned to me as 

echoes from a retaining wall. I felt terrible, and it wouldn’t be the last time tattooing 

made me feel awful. I indeed made a similar mistake later on, after tattooing hundreds of 

people without a hitch.  

Matt slipped past the aluminum screen door. Hard on himself, he told me “I 

should’ve been right there my dude, I was busy, and you didn’t ask anything. I thought 

you had it handled.” It wasn’t until later that he brought some heat, lecturing me in 

harsher tones for more than an hour, “Don’t you ever do something new without 

consulting me,” and “Do we need to have you step back a little?” We finished with his 

kind words, “I’m sorry bud, it happens” and “Let’s get you back on that horse, man, you 

can absolutely do this.” 

Like many of the tattooers I met, I hated the fact that I would likely have to learn 

through mistakes and hone my skills from within the heat of the action. I wrote to my 

client every couple of weeks, as I’d devised a plan with Matt to improve the piece. I sent 

my client messages describing that I or Matt would do it for free and any time, only to 
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have her not follow through. “That’s so nice,” she’d write back, “Totally! I’ll get back to 

you for sure. Thanks!” Then nothing. I never got to fix it and would grumble about this to 

Matt. “Sometimes you just don’t get that redemption,” he told me, “Gotta move on, my 

dude, learn from the mistakes and just let it go. It’s a risk we deal with.” 

That tattoo continues to haunt me, and in part because it was different from other 

tattoos I messed up. The others were on myself, shop mates, close friends, and even on 

some folks I didn’t know so well but who had, nevertheless, jumped at the opportunity to 

get full-on apprentice tattoos. I also hadn’t yet made such a visible mistake. I felt as 

though there was a kind of deception involved, which means I felt what nearly every 

tattooer I’ve ever met has at some point: that I had presented myself as more skilled than 

I actually was—and got caught.  

“All tattoos have mistakes,” a tattooer of thirteen years told me, adding, “It’s 

about learning to make sure those mistakes can’t be seen.” Matt would look to me with a 

sense of sarcasm while I beat myself up over some small imperfection, “Oh, you’re human 

after all?” Most mistakes in tattooing are so minor that they go unnoticed by clients. This 

is in part because clients are typically not trained to assess the tattoo as tattooers are, 

they don’t approach the work with the discernment required to notice errors. But 

sometimes mistakes are big enough to escape concealment. Tattooers might go too deep 

into the tissue and cause blow-outs like I did, or they might misspell words like Pauly did.  

 

MSPELD 
 

Pauly made what he called “the kind of mistake we are not fucking allowed to 

make,” and he shouldered a burden of guilt over it for months.  

It happened at night. I picked up the shop’s ringing phone to hear laughter and the 

sound of a young woman’s voice over loud music in a moving car. She asked if we could 

give her a tattoo while acknowledging we were speaking just minutes before closing time. 

She wanted to have the word “Pendeja” tattooed inside her bottom lip to commemorate 

her grandma, who had used the word as an affectionate nickname for her. It means 

“asshole” in Spanish.  



 

 73 

I’d never done a tattoo inside the lip and surely didn’t want to try it that night. 

Matt expressed a deep disdain at the opportunity, as he absolutely hated doing tattoos 

inside the inner lips. “Their drool and spit can get all over the place, it’s a fucking mess.” 

He shivered and told us he’d been tattooing too damn long to keep doing those, 

especially at the end of a long day and in his shop loaded with tattooers. He nominated 

Pauly, who took on the project with enthusiasm. He was stoked for what seemed like a 

fun piece and a little cash.  

Pauly had either never done an inner lip tattoo or had and remained quite 

unfamiliar with its requirements. He worked with Matt to plan an approach. Matt told 

him to make sure he tucked each mark deep into the lip so that the tattoo wouldn’t peek 

out onto the lip’s outer surface. Matt walked Pauly through the motions, demonstrating 

what to do with the lip and how to dry it out so that the marker he’d use to write the 

word on the lip remained visible on what was a typically wet and slippery surface. 

 The client and her friend crashed in with palpable, positive spirit. We were swept 

into their enthusiasm. What had been a scene of deliberative planning became a near-

party atmosphere. We turned up the music as the client sat in the chair. Her friend was 

filming and chatting us up. Pauly was into it, trying to balance his excitement for social 

engagement with a necessity for quiet planning. He drew the word on her lip with care.  

Pauly is a native Spanish speaker. He was born in Argentina and moved to West 

Oakland as a youth. So, it’s not as though Pauly didn’t understand the word or didn’t 

know how to spell it. Nevertheless, he had taken the time to write the word on a piece of 

paper before the client arrived so that he could check its spelling. Matt taught us to do 

this with any word we’d ever tattoo, regardless of its simplicity. He taught us to show it to 

the client, too, so they can check it. Some shops require clients to sign off on the spelling 

of words as part of their tattoo waiver, writing the text directly on the sheet with their 

signature. We were a bit more casual than that, and we joked while passing a little slip of 

paper around to make sure it was spelled correctly.  

With the word all checked-out, Pauly set into the piece. He took her bottom lip 

into his fingers by sliding the left pointer finger along her chin, running it parallel to her 



 

 74 

bottom lip, and using the tip of his left thumb to wrap her lip over that pointer finger. He 

stretched the lip around his finger to tattoo it. I watched him anchor his right elbow 

against his torso, as he was standing, and take a deep breath before diving in. He 

tattooed fast. We stood around taking videos and having a great time. He was done in a 

couple of minutes.  

The client stood from the chair and looked into the mirror before giving Pauly a 

high five. The client, her friend, and Pauly were stoked, but Matt, to my surprise, shot me 

a wide-eyed glance as his face ran pale. He slipped out the door and toward the bar in 

what seemed a fight-or-flight moment. I took pictures of the piece and of our clients. 

They posed together and with Pauly and we all stood as our fun clients left the shop.  

Then we looked at the pictures. I pulled them up on my phone before passing it 

around to those in the room. Although filled by loud music, the room gained a heavy 

silence. Pauly spelled it wrong. He forgot the “e” between the “d” and the “j.” This meant 

he tattooed “Pendja” on the inside the client’s lip rather than “Pendeja.” The word had 

been spelled correctly on paper, but he spelled it wrong while writing it on her lip.  

The realization of this mistake came to us in what felt like waves. It hit Pauly in a 

way which proved hard to witness. I showed him the photos as I recalled Matt running 

pale. Pauly began his response to the reality of what he had just done by laughing. He 

paced about with a huge smile on his face and looked around with wide eyes. He then 

began running his fingers through his hair and I watched as his smile turned into a 

discernable expression of tension and near-terror. He stopped pacing and stood, looking 

down in silence. Someone turned the music down. He whispered and then nearly shouted 

in rapid repetition: "Holy SHIIIIIT.”  

I looked at my phone to see a series of text messages from Matt down at the bar: 

“Did he misspell it!” “Please fucking tell me he didn’t misspell it!” “My dude, you there?” 

Pauly swung the front door wide open on his way to the bar—on his way to Matt and to 

their fountain of vodka and soda. I knew Pauly was in for it, both from Matt and from 

himself.  
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The shop’s phone rang, and I recognized the client’s number on the caller ID. I 

encountered a familiar scene: laughter and talking over music in a moving car. “So…I was 

just in there getting a tattoo…” I searched for any indication of her state. She laughed, “…I 

think we misspelled it.” The “we” part of this made for good news, as did the music and 

laughter. She told me she had shared photos of the piece with a few friends and family 

members who promptly described to her what had just happened. “I guess that’s what a 

pendeja deserves,” she told me laughing. It was as though the misspelling was a cosmic 

“fuck you” from her feisty grandma. I told her to come back to the shop and ran to the 

bar after hanging up the phone.  

I found Pauly and Matt drawing on a crumpled scrap of paper with a dull pencil. 

They sat pouring over a plan to “fix” it, hoisting their effort toward an attempt to force an 

“e” between the “d” and the “j.” It wasn’t looking good. Drawing the ideas out on paper 

seemed to only reveal their desperation. Matt hardly roused upon hearing me describe 

the phone call. I’d done so with enthusiasm, amazed she wasn’t furious. Matt looked 

older than his years, shaking his head in that tired old bar. He coached Pauly as to how he 

should handle it and told me, “I fucking knew he misspelled it man, fucking awful.” Matt 

was dealt a blow in part because it all went down in his shop and also because he had 

been the one to teach Pauly how to tattoo. He told me, “He should fucking know better, 

man.” The sense of injury seemed double.  

Our clients came back smiling. The one with the pendja tattoo joked with Pauly 

and I watched as he apologized profusely. He showed no sign of the great deal of booze I 

was sure he’d just had in the twenty minutes since he’d left the shop. He approached the 

situation with a presentation of composure and dignity. She expressed appreciation for 

the fun experience and left with a hug and a promise to return so that they could work 

toward fixing the piece. She reminded Pauly, “Mistakes happen.”  

If people experience their tattoos partly on the basis of their memories getting 

them—as they say they do—then we might assume the positive experience through 

which Pauly’s client got that bad tattoo helped her secure some positive appreciation for 

it. We had a great time, and that matters. The sociality of the shop environment 
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conditions the experiences people have within it, and to my surprise the experiences 

people will have with their tattoos long after they have been done.  

But Pauly was still wrecked. Maybe he had been caught up in the atmosphere, or 

maybe he was distracted by the bodily requirements of the job itself. The drool involved. 

Either way, it seemed a sign to him that he was, maybe and after all, not cut out for the 

job. It dug at his self-worth. He went on a bender and had Matt tattoo mispld within his 

lower lip. This act, he told me, was done “to appease the tattoo gods and to learn (his) 

fucking lesson.”  

But Pauly didn’t quit. He regained confidence after doing a few solid tattoos. I 

offered my body to this process, asking him to tattoo me the next day but he didn’t take 

it. He instead re-emerged through the skin of his paying clients—from within the real 

stakes of the game. His tattoos came out better than ever, and he was actually able to fix 

pendja, as the inner lip has a tendency to kick out the ink anyhow. He also became our 

inner-lip guy. We’d look to Pauly when one came through the door and he’d do it. No 

questions asked. That I could and would make such mistakes made me want to bail. It 

made me want to shout a message of caution for all the wannabes like me who looked at 

tattooing and saw a world of fun.  

 

Harm to the Conscience  
 

Blowing lines on that weeping willow made me question my ability and my 

integrity. The experience never brought harm to my physical body, but it did damage to 

what we may call my conscience. It encouraged enough self-doubt that I had to work 

toward regaining a positive vision of myself and a positive feeling in my body before 

continuing on as a budding tattooer. I carried this doubt in my body and wondered if it 

wouldn’t cause me to make more mistakes.  

While people mostly think the conscience is within the territory of a person’s inner 

mind, scholars have long illustrated a profound connection between our interior lives and 

our social experiences (i.e., James 1890; DuBois 1903; Mead 1934; Freud 1934). James 

(1890) suggests the presence of several “constituents of the self,” among them being the 
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“social self” manifested through interaction (291-402). DuBois (1903) argues people view 

themselves as do others—others who may, in their white supremacy, coerce the Black 

person in the US into “measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in 

amused contempt and pity” (8). Mead (1934) explains people as guided in their self-

assessment by evaluative criteria among a “generalized other” (Mead 1934:136, 152-63), 

while Freud (1934) argues our “superego” directs our “ego” which in turn controls our 

“id.” The ego, Freud suggests, “endeavors to substitute the reality principle for the 

pleasure principle” because it has been “modified by the direct influence of the external 

world” (15). 

If we have a conscience, it comes not from within but rather arises out of a 

process of social consultation. When we assess who we are, we are guided by 

presumptions we acquire from those with whom we share our social lives. “The self-

conscious human individual,” Mead (1934) suggests, “takes or assumes the organized 

social attitudes of the given social group or community” (156).  The conscience isn’t as far 

removed from the potential for sociological explanation as it may seem: it’s an ongoing 

outcome of social interaction.  

This is one of the reasons that botching a tattoo feels like shit, or at least adds fire 

to the self-conscious suspicion or fear that you might be a piece of shit after all.  

Tattooers I met would argue that making a mistake should make you examine 

yourself and your work. The tattooer who remains unphased by mistakes has, the eyes of 

other tattooers, an objectional relationship with tattoo conventions. I interviewed a guy 

over the phone who told me about an old-school tattooer in his shop who never seemed 

bothered by the mistakes he often made. The old-school tattooer had garnered a positive 

reputation over decades in spite of his poor work and was sought out not on the basis of 

his tattooing quality but on the basis of his social, interactional presence. He did tattoos 

with enormous mistakes and didn’t seem to care. The tattooer I had on the phone told 

me this old-school tattooer should quit “if he no longer cares about fucking people up.” 

  Just like the feeling rule of fear, the social display of harm to the conscience—

some outward expression of shame, regret, or anger stemming from a stab at one’s 
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integrity—can serve as a form of public affirmation. Its presence signals to other tattooers 

one’s appreciation for the conditions and conventions of tattoo production: for the bodily 

permanence of tattoos and the impact they can have on the lives of their clients. 

I sat on that folding ladder on the patio back at Premium with my head in my 

hands groaning after doing that weeping willow piece because I knew I’d made a 

permanent mistake on another person’s body and because I knew I had responsibility in 

the matter. Matt seemed to find some comfort in my reaction as it offered evidence of 

my appreciation for the stakes of what we did.  
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Chapter Three 
Bodies as Meaningful Objects: Intimacy and Rules of Touch 

 

 

I once tattooed three cherubs holding machine guns across a guy’s lower chest 

area. I designed the piece with reference to medieval etchings and gave it a “Charlie’s 

Angels vibe,” upon his request. He had me place it so that the baby angles and their death 

machines would be in permanent display for anyone happening upon his shirtless body.  

He was skinny, so much so that I caught sight of his heart beating in his chest. His 

ribs protruded such that his pale-white, stretchy skin was set by intermittent tension. The 

variations in the conditions of his body made it so that I, while tattooing, had to navigate 

varied terrain. I had to move through soft alcoves before proceeding up and over raised, 

crest-like protrusions caused by the boney ribs. I then had to spend time working amid his 

soft upper belly. I felt squishy organs beneath my hands down there. I moved with a 

sense of caution, fearful that enough pressure might send my hands into contact with the 

table on which he was lying.   

Tattooers must achieve a stretch if they’re to penetrate the skin. They spread the 

skin between the finger and thumb of the hand not holding the machine. I’d been trained 

to employ my hands and arms in the task of achieving the stretch during cases like this 

lower sternum tattoo. I anchored the outer edge of my left hand just above the area I’d 

actively tattoo and apply pressure to that edge so that I could pull the skin upward. I’d do 

this while grounding the edge of my right hand just below the tattoo area so that I could 

pull this portion of the skin downward. I’d then stretch the skin caught between my two 

hands by pulling that which was to be tattooed between my left thumb and pointer 

finger.  

 I adjusted pressure, angle, and speed with which I moved the tattoo machine to 

match the changing conditions of his skin, bones, and organs. I softened my touch while 

tattooing over his ribs, quickening the speed of my arm so that I didn’t blow lines. I then 

hardened my hand and slowed down my movement while working in the soft in-

betweens. This task of noticing his body and of altering my body in response would have 
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been hard even if the client wasn’t moving.  He had to breath, after all, and of course 

there was the pain. His breath came in starts and stops, such that the surface upon which 

I worked jerked upward and downward.  

I accounted for the movement of his body by timing the movements of mine. I 

pulled the lines during his outward breath. I also adjusted the supports for my hands and 

arms: I had initially anchored myself against his chest and body but, of course, found my 

arms and hands to move in response to his movement. I instead placed the elbow of my 

tattooing hand against the top of my right knee, which had been elevated to the height of 

the tattoo table byway of a large wooden block I found on the shop’s back patio weeks 

before.    

My client and I got into a rhythm. He began to hold his breath while I pulled lines. 

I’d wipe with a paper towel dampened in green soap before dipping the tattoo needles 

into the black ink. He’d take that non-tattooing moment to breathe and would then again 

hold breath while I pulled more lines. This rhythm saved the day, as it steadied the 

surface enough for my amateur movements to land with relative success.  

Having him hold his breath also prevented his telling me about his fascinating life, 

a riveting conversation which was ultimately distracting. I finished the piece and he sat up 

to look into a mirror before shedding a few tears. It was a meaningful tattoo, and it was 

incredibly important to me, as it was the largest I’d done up to that point (see Figure 11). 
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Figure 11: Tattooing across the 
body’s surface requires the 
tattooer to perceive what is 
required of their own body while 
shaping the body of their client.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

Doing this and other tattoos required me to change how I thought about and 

experienced bodies—both my own and those of other people. I explain how tattooing 

simultaneously shapes the bodies of tattooers and their clients in this chapter, something 

I describe as a co-production of bodies. I first discuss intimacy and touch, using two 

concepts from sociologist Kristen Barber (2016): “touching rules” and “touching right.” I 

explain how tattooers develop bodily awareness and learn how to touch right over time. I 

describe when some tattooers who are men have touched wrong by sexualizing and/or 

sexually assaulting their clients who are women. I conclude that tattooers might become 

less interested in what tattoos mean and more capable of putting people through pain as 

they routinize their intimate body labor and become produced as tattooers.  

 

Approaching the Body: Touching Rules in Tattooing 
 

Tattooing is intimate, and partly because of the touch and talk that often happens 

between tattooers and their clients. The two people interact in ways that might violate 

social norms of intimacy and touch outside of the tattoo context—touching otherwise 

private zones of the body and sharing otherwise private information. We can make 
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sociological sense of this interaction and use it to better understand the embodied 

production of tattooers. 

Viviana Zelizer (2005) describes intimacy as one possible outcome of social 

interaction, particularly those kinds of interactions through which people gain private 

knowledge about each other. The idea here is that intimacy is produced when people 

share things about themselves which might otherwise bring them embarrassment or 

shame. Intimacy relies on a trust that private knowledge isn’t distributed beyond the 

moment and people involved. It can in this way can bring to people notable comfort and 

connection, as many people find pleasure in confiding within a situation characterized by 

deep trust. Tattooers and their clients often walk away from the tattoo experience having 

shared an intimate moment, even if it’s often the client who does most of the sharing.  

Clients often detail the gory facts of their lives—and not necessarily through talk. 

Clients share information about themselves through offering basic, localized access to 

their exposed bodies. Scars, moles, and stretchmarks are often displayed and discussed. 

Matt could age someone by the presence of a smallpox vaccine scar on their upper left 

arm. And the tattoo design itself might memorialize a loved one or cover up an old tattoo, 

one that might contain symbols of racist bigotry, gang affiliation, or details about an old 

love interest. Tattooers then dwell within the flesh, touching it and moving it around. 

They often hover over smelly feet.  

And there’s the touch. Tattooing is akin to hair styling and nail manicuring in that 

it absolutely requires touch. Tattooers are like other body laborers in that the touch is, or 

at least should be, a one-way deal—the tattooer touches the client. The touch in 

tattooing is, in this way, a bit different than the touch involved with some forms of sex 

work (Sanders, Cohen, and Hardy 2013). Like all body-laborers, tattooers learn how to 

touch in a way that properly responds to their workplace situation. They gain the 

potential to touch properly by approaching the client’s body as a site of technical labor.  

I found this mode of approach to be rather strange at first. Approaching another 

person’s body as a site of technical labor requires the tattooer to separate—if partially 

and temporarily—their client’s physical body from some of its profound social meaning. 
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Tattooers are like other body laborers in this sense because they have to figure out how 

to relate with bodies from an objective position. Surgeons, for instance, pursue what 

scholars have called an “affective neutrality” in their work with the bare and often 

opened up bodies of others (Smith and Kleinman 1989). They’re not supposed to 

approach those bodies in that context like they might the bodies of their spouses back 

home.  

This comparison between tattooers and surgeons might seem like a stretch, but 

tattooers I met offered this comparison while describing their working lives. One 

explained that we (tattooers) were “like surgeons” and not because we saved lives, but 

because we handled people’s bodies. This tattooer clarified that we often interacted with 

more sexualized zones of the body and had to do so “without getting turned on.” Another 

tattooer described they approached the bodies of their clients “like, you know, a doctor 

or something” before adding, “we’ve always got to be professional.” 

A major difference between surgeons and tattooers—beyond the obvious 

distinctions of their work and its stakes—is found in their training.  Medical schools 

encourage people to encounter bodies through the objective lens of biological science 

(see Starr 1982; Smith and Kleinman 1989). Surgeons and other medical practitioners use 

this lens while incorporating “desexualization strategies” into their carnal interactions—

placing distance between the physical body and its social significance (Giuffre and 

Williams 2000). 

Tattooers don’t experience the depth of scientific socialization encountered by 

medical students. Many tattooers have little experience with the positivist logics of 

scientific inquiry and as such, can’t rely on them while working with bodies. It’s also the 

case that many tattooers work in emotionally-charged environments. If surgery is 

characterized by affective neutrality, tattooing is all about what you might call affective 

centrality—it’s drenched with emotion.  

Tattooing is, as Matt explained, an inherently passionate practice and most 

tattooers work far from the cold steel of an operating room. To those who appreciated it, 

the Black Sabbath played at Premium could conjure experiences with the feelings of love, 
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heartbreak, and revenge. The roses, skulls, and daggers in some of our designs could 

provoke sensation, as could the memorial pet-portraits and the names of lovers we 

tattooed on people regularly. All of this and we nevertheless had to achieve some degree 

of neutrality in our intimate work with the fleshy bodies of other people. 

I suggest tattooers accomplish neutrality in their intimate touching work by 

following what Barber (2016) calls “touching rules” (119). Touching rules are “socially, 

culturally, and contextually specific norms” and they work by “enabling and constraining 

who can touch whom, how, and under what conditions.” Touching rules help dictate what 

kind of touch is appropriate for the environment. These rules are about touch, but also 

about how a person should feel about the touch they’re doing (Barber: 119). Those 

socialized into a situation will eventually take the relevant touching rules for granted.    

Some touching rules in tattooing include: Check in with your client before 

touching sexualized areas of the body, only really touch the area of the body where the 

tattoo is being done, and approach the body with a calm, confident hand. As touching 

rules include rules of feeling about touch, this list should include: Tattooers shouldn’t get 

turned on while touching the bodies of their clients, and the related rule—don’t ask them 

out. Tattooers, like the physicians interviewed by Giuffre and Williams (2000), incorporate 

interactive strategies to help them touch right, with some using humor and others 

following scripts.  

I encountered touching rules in casual conversation among tattooers, but I also 

found them in more organized publications, like a pamphlet and book from New York 

tattooer Tamara Santibañez’ (2019/2021). The pamphlet, “Trauma-Aware Tattooing” and 

book, Could this be Magic?: Tattooing as Liberation Work, include workbook sections to 

help tattooers touch right. I also engaged discussion of touching rules among tattooers in 

a weekly conversation on racism in 2020 and across social media posts by influential 

tattooers like Santibañez. 

While there are touching rules, it’s not the case that all tattooers follow some 

codified standard. Tattooers can vary in their interactions with clients while still not 

violating touching rules.  For instance, I asked my clients for consent to touch their bodies 
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before tattooing them. Matt did not. I once suggested that we at Premium should all ask 

our clients for consent and I encountered pushback. Matt told me, and in effect the 

group, “I know why you do that, and I totally support it, but our clients know what they’re 

getting themselves into—that we’re going to touch them.” He underscored his 

appreciation for my practice before suggesting that my request for consent might serve 

me more than my clients: that it helped put me at ease.   

Matt was not violating rules of touch by refraining from a quick request for 

consent. He was rather working to ensure his clients received a straightforward and 

professional tattoo experience. He drew the line where most tattooers might draw it—at 

the point in which any tattooer sexualizes the interaction with their client.  

“You absolutely can’t fucking creep on your clients,” a tattooer told me one 

afternoon. He described a tattooer who took pictures of a woman’s ass while she lay on 

the table, “I heard he sent her dick-pics,” he said before adding, “Anyone needs to be 

careful about this shit but especially men. It’s the fucking men who do this kind of shit 

right?” I had other tattoos speak in similar terms, while some—upon being asked how 

tattooers should engage their clients—would tell me tattooers should “always be 

professional.” Yet some men in tattooing, perhaps as in surgery and every other form of 

body labor, have failed in this basic requirement repeatedly.  

 

Touching Wrong 
 

Many of my clients who were women, queer, trans, or gender non-conforming 

offered me praise through statements which, on their own don’t seem praiseworthy. 

Phrases like “You’re the only dude I’d get a tattoo from,” or “I wouldn’t let a different cis-

dude tattoo me” suggested I’d gained to ability to touch right. I had secured enough trust 

with people who have good reason to distrust cisgender men during intimate interactions 

involving touch.   

A woman who’d been tattooing for over thirty years told me that men have been 

sexualizing their female-bodied clients for decades. She described the scene “back in the 

day” when the men she worked alongside flirted with clients who were women, asked 
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them on dates, and sometimes requested they unnecessarily remove bits of clothing. “It 

was a different time,” she assured me, describing that some women would occasionally 

offer men blowjobs in exchange for tattoos. She added this description to establish a 

scene and perhaps to let the guys she used to work with off the hook. However, she 

stressed, “There’s a real power thing tattooers have and they shouldn’t be asking their 

clients out or trying to sleep with them.”  

This “power thing tattooers have” involves an unequal level of control between 

tattooers and their clients. Not only do tattooers sit with buzzing machines inches from 

the clients’ skin, they operate in occupational spaces over which they have a high degree 

of autonomy and power. The tattooer guides the client through the entire experience, 

often telling clients where to stand, when to turn, and how high their pant leg should be 

raised. Clients often don’t know much about the situation and are inclined to go with the 

flow.  

I was surprised to find my clients grow incredibly deferential toward me in the 

tattoo process. I was uncomfortable with this at first, especially regarding how they 

should position their bodies in space. Some would ask if they needed to remove clothing 

they definitely didn’t need to remove, while others seemed surprised that I might have to 

roll down the edge of their sock to tattoo their ankle. They often requested that I just tell 

them what to do. They would stand awkwardly awaiting my instruction and I—in the 

beginning—would become awkward in response.  

I brought this up with Matt on many occasions and he’d confirm that people have 

simply asked him for instructions over the decades. “They have no idea,” he told me, “you 

have to tell them what to do.” He suggested tattooers can easily get on a “power trip” 

partly because they get to tell other people what to do all day. Touching right from within 

this dynamic requires the tattooer to direct the power they have toward to goal of getting 

the job done—touching no more and no less than is required in the tattoo process and 

feeling about this touch nothing but what is required of them as tattooers at work.  

But men often use power to perpetuate violence, and sexual violence against 

women, queer folks, and non-cisgender men.  I met several tattooers who seemed 
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increasingly fed up with this abuse of power and to the extent that observers note a 

#metoo moment in tattooing (Merian 2018). Several women, for instance, brought 

charges against a tattooer named Alexander Boyko in 2018. Boyko had sexually assaulted 

them either during the tattoo process or afterward. He was accused of such violence by 

many more women than the three who brought formal charges. Boyko was found guilty 

of three counts of fourth-degree criminal sexual assault.  

In 2020, thousands of tattooers rallied in support of women who had been 

sexually harmed by a prominent tattooer from Tucson, Arizona, a guy I nearly got a tattoo 

from before learning of his behavior. Those rallying in support of these women created an 

Instagram account to collect and share stories of harm associated with this tattooer. The 

account exploded in popularity, both among critics of this tattooer and among his many 

supporters who were, it seemed, likewise men who celebrated imagery and language of 

interpersonal violence.  

As Merian (2018) noted of Boyko, “The tattoo world, both locally and nationally, 

functions like a very small town, and word tends to travel quickly.” Boyko was kicked out 

of this town before he landed in the courtroom, and this tattooer from Tucson was 

essentially barred from tattooing although it seems he did not face a formal trial. To be 

barred from tattooing was, in this case, to be denied opportunities to work in shops. This 

Tucson tattooer had been working out of shops around the world, essentially on a 

constant set of “guest spots.” Those who were set to host him denied his access and 

some who had hosted him offered public statements of apology. As of March 2021, he 

seemed to still be tattooing. 

Every tattooer I met expressed outrage at the mention of those who assaulted 

their clients or even approached the bodies of their clients sexually. They and I also stood 

in surprise, as we had encountered the incredibly challenging task of tattooing and had 

found it demanded our whole attention. Working right underneath a person’s breast, for 

instance, or across their midsection or butt was always, to me, a physical task which 

consumed my near-entire being. I, at least, was far too enveloped in the technical 
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requirements of the work and of the responsibility I had in trying do what often seemed 

impossible—a decent tattoo.  

While touching right required a person didn’t approach the client’s body sexually, 

it also involved the need to touch clients with confidence. Matt repeated the need for a 

confident touch and especially after watching me work with some clients early on. I 

would nervously interact with their body, touching them too lightly.  

Matt told me one afternoon, “You’ve got to really touch people, man, hold their 

bodies.” He took my arm into his hand and moving it slightly up and down before giving it 

a minor rotation. He avoided squeezing my arm while maintaining a sure, steady, and 

stable grip. His grip communicated something about him and his relationship to my body. 

More specifically his relationship to my arm. It told me he had control over the situation, 

or body part, and that he wouldn’t be likely to use that control in ways I didn’t want.  

He did this with my arm before saying, “now do that to me.” I took his arm in my 

hands and started with too light a touch. I overcompensated with a squeeze before 

settling and approximating the grip he had on my arm. It was a surprisingly difficult thing 

to do. It proved hard to reproduce with strangers. I tattooed for months before I could 

touch right in this regard without thinking about what I was doing.  

While confident touch might be a physical necessity of tattooing, especially as it 

might instill within the tattooer the confidence they need to produce good work, its 

related meanings are rooted in way of thinking about and doing tattoo labor. Among the 

many facets of tattooing worth exploring in a discussion surrounding confident touch 

involves the relationship between tattoo labor and pampering, particularly how some 

tattooers seek to avoid pampering their clients and how this avoidance helps explain 

confident touch as a masculine touch among them. 

 

A Confident, Non-Pampering Touch 
 

Forms of body labor are distinguished by their degree of pampering. The word 

“pamper” stems from a Middle English/Dutch term “pamperen,” which meant to cram or 

to stuff with food. The indulgent, bodily character of the term remains despite its being 



 

 89 

less associated with food cramming. Little (2013) explains the word is now used to 

suggest “a range of practices,” namely those through which a person receives bodily 

indulgence.  

As Little’s (2013) work on spa therapy suggests, people and mostly women are 

papered when they and their bodies are “‘treated’ using a variety of (often small scale) 

luxuries” (42-3). To pamper in the spa setting is to treat another person’s body with 

products and to engulf them in an environment of comfort, perhaps one characterized by 

what Little (2013:5) calls a “sense of the exotic.” Guided by a paradigm of health and 

wellness, workers who pamper aim to induce emotional bodily experiences which might 

reduce the stress of their clients (Little 2013; Frayn and Lee 2008; Black 2003). 

While men are increasingly the subjects of pampering labor (Barber 2016), the 

intimate, emotional, and overtly-caregiving quality of pampering helps people assign 

feminine significance to the products and practices through which it is accomplished. This 

suggests that pampering as a practice feminizes those who do it and the occupational 

environments through which it’s routinely accomplished (Kang 2010; Little 2013; Barber 

2016). The practice is also feminized due to the gendered meaning(s) applied to the 

client—especially those which associate (white) women and their bodies with regimes of 

vulnerable sensitivity (Moore 2010).  

The femininity of pampering motivates a naturalized fit between what Kang (2010) 

calls “pampering body labor” and the women who do it. This naturalized fit is also 

racialized, as Kang (2010) illustrates among Korean nail salon workers, due to the racial 

meanings associated with different forms of femininity. The “Orientalist tropes of Asian 

women’s inborn affinity with body services,” Kang argues, “naturalizes their work in nail 

salons as somehow deriving from inherent biological or cultural traits” (140). There’s 

often a great rift between those who pamper and those who are pampered—one 

orchestrated along hierarchies of race, gender, class, and immigration status.26  

 
26 The presence and significance of pampering among forms of body labor has helped motivate scholars to 
address body labor’s negative impact of the lives of the women who do it. While body laborers refuse to 
remain simple, complicit, recipients of oppressive action in their lives at work and at home, those who 
pamper others are often placed in a subservient position relative to their client. 
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Tattooers might approach clients from a deep place of respect and care but the 

ones I met don’t exactly aim to produce a pampering experience. This isn’t to say that 

tattoo shops fail to offer some spa-like functions for many clients, particularly with regard 

to their capacity to offer an experience and a space that is radically different from their 

daily lives.27 Most tattoo shops are not designed to offer clients a distracting form of 

relaxation, but those who get tattoos regularly describe the process in therapeutic terms.  

I would often start a tattoo by telling clients that their only job was to sit still, 

reminding them, “You have an awesome opportunity here to be in your body and to not 

be doing anything else.” I would say this before causing them considerable pain. And once 

I learned to touch confidently—for this touch always helped inspire within me the 

confidence I needed—I would move through the tattoo line by line while they winced and 

variously tried to keep still.  

The absence of pampering in tattooing, particularly in the street shop which 

doesn’t overtly seek stress reduction, is both cause and effect of the masculine meanings 

given to tattoos, to tattooers, and to the broader occupational environment of tattooing. 

That is, an absence of pampering contributes to the masculine character of the tattoo 

world and helps explain forms of touch deemed right among tattooers.28 This point might 

be most applicable to working-class, craft-oriented tattooers who approach what they do 

as a type of physical labor. They work and touch differently than one might while applying 

a “treatment.”  

In this way, touching with confidence can be a means for tattooers to distinguish 

themselves from other—and from feminized—forms of body labor which, on account of 

the meanings ascribed to femininity and feminized labor, garners them power and its 

related modes of control at work. Soft touch is, like the soft apprenticeship, not the touch 

of the working-class craftsman.  

 
27 Little (2013) draws on the work of Black (2002, 2004) when explaining that women “are seeking ‘time out’ 
from busy lives” when they choose to go to the spa. 
28 See Barber (2016) once again on the role of touch in the masculinization of upscale salon patrons who are 
men.  
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Looking to forms of touch and their gendered significance helps illustrate the 

broader, relational accomplishment of masculinity in tattooing. And as mentioned within 

this discussion of pampering, we might also look to the spaces of tattooing to better 

understand how tattooers come to embody what is required of them in their labor. While 

the affective centrality of the tattoo shop might counter the necessity to desexualize 

bodies, it’s the case that tattoo shops are special environments of bodily display.   

 

Exhibition Rules  
 

I always found that people’s bodies lost some, if not all, of their sexualized 

meaning within the tattoo shop environment. This environment, as I’ll explain below, 

helps establish a framework for neutral bodily touch and display. People routinely lift 

their shirts up and take their pants off in tattoo shops. We at Premium would offer people 

with breasts bibs or stickers to cover themselves in the case we needed to work in an 

area where a shirt or bra would prove to be an obstacle. I worked to assure my clients 

that we in tattoo shops deal with bodies all day and in doing so would sometimes 

compare the tattoo shop to the beach.  

If there are feeling rules and touching rules, then there are exhibition rules that 

dictate what kind of bodily display is appropriate in a given social situation. People in 

tattoo shops can, like people on the beach, show more of their bodies to others without 

disrupting the social environment (Urbain 2003). We could even use Obrador-Pons’ 

(2008) description of the beach to describe the tattoo shop, where “the exposure of the 

flesh is a fundamental component of the experience” (123). But many clients are less 

likely to feel this way in a tattoo shop in part because they don’t immediately know what 

goes on in tattoo shops while they might very well know what goes on at the beach.  

Clients differ greatly in their approach to bodily exhibition and tattooers who want 

to ensure their clients’ comfort have to work with each client to ensure their needs are 

met. For instance, I spoke with a tattooer who often works with Muslim women who 

request others not see their exposed skin or hair, particularly men in the shop. This 

tattooer places screens around the client and, while she stressed to me the importance of 
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making these clients comfortable, she told me with a sigh, “At the end of the day you 

know, we’re in a tattoo shop and really it’s the case that nobody cares, you know?” 

Tattooers like the one I’ve just described recognize the significant meanings 

ascribed to bodies and to their public display in their daily work. They and I sought to 

approach bodies from a position of affective neutrality by following touching rules. Some 

tattooers are socialized into touching rules via apprenticeships while others enter 

tattooing having learned similar rules elsewhere. Tattooers, though, learn how to engage 

their clients through repetitive encounters with the demands of tattooing itself—learning 

how to respond to the bodies of other people over time. One of the key things they must 

learn over time is a heightened awareness of bodies, both of their own and of their 

clients.  

 

Bodily Awareness as Bodily Capital 
 

People embody the conventions of tattooing as they become tattooers and as 

such gain its relevant competencies as they go along. These competencies help make up 

their bodily capital, or their more-physiological capacity used to gain economic, social, or 

cultural capital (see Wacquant 2004: 127-49; Bourdieu 1986). The ability to touch right is 

part of the tattooer’s bodily capital and its embodied nature makes it seem as though it’s 

an obvious response to the tattoo situation.  

I interviewed a tattooer of 20 years who told me that seasoned tattooers look as 

though they tattoo with ease because the operative necessities of tattooing become 

ingrained within their bodily common sense. “They absorb it, their muscle memory, their 

body just aligns to it,” she explained. She described how her chiropractor has learned “all 

the little nuances” which reveal how her “entire, physical frame has come into alignment 

with what (she) does all day.”  

This tattooer promised I’d also come to embody tattooing over time—that the 

distance between my thinking about and doing tattoos would eventually coalesce into a 

single form of embodied knowledge (O’Connor 2007; Moya 2014). “At some point, it 

becomes more automatic,” she assured me, “It’s just what you do, you won’t have to 



 

 93 

think about it.” This embodiment doesn’t mean tattooing becomes easy, she assured me, 

but it did mean that finding comfort and competence in tattooing required a kind of 

molding.  

I—in my pre‐reflexive thought, action, and feeling—would develop appropriate 

responses to the demands of tattoo labor so long as I stuck it out. And one aspect of this 

molding involves the development of particular types of awareness. It’s in this way that 

tattooing results in a complex co‐production of bodies—the body of both the client and 

tattooer is produced as an outcome of the body labor that is tattooing. 

 

 Bodily Awareness 
 

Running a tattoo machine through and across patches of skin forced me to reckon 

with the understructure of the body’s outer reaches. It became very clear to me that the 

skin I was working with was an elastic, porous layer tasked with the job of containment. 

There’s a world of fat, muscle, tendons, organs, and bones down below. And while all this 

inner stuff dwells in the depths in some areas of the body, it’s all right up near the surface 

in others. Tattooers deal with the body’s physical depth and surface on a daily basis. They 

must learn to read and recognize the qualities of this terrain, and they are in turn shaped 

by its demands.  

Even as there are patterns, no two bodies are the same. As soon as you know how 

deep to pull lines over one fatty thigh, the next fatty thigh seems totally different. And 

then there’s that hairline-thin skin stretching over the shinbone, where getting it right is 

literally a matter of millimeters. Fatty thighs and hairline shins mark the ends of a thick-

thin skin spectrum, but there’s the knobby knuckles, elbows, wrists, and ankles. Then 

there’s the butt. I once tattooed “baby boy” on someone’s butt and then tattooed a cloud 

on the butt of another person just a day later. This experience taught me, among other 

things, that no two butts are the same.  

And as I explore in the next chapter at length, tattooers also need to develop 

competency which allows them to discern the nuances of skin tone, as tattooing requires 

the tattooer to take the skin’s tone into consideration during the tattoo design and 



 

 94 

implementation process. Each new client—each with their unique body—poses a new set 

of challenges. 

Tattooers develop bodily awareness and employ it as a commutable form of 

bodily capital in their daily effort to make a living. As much as tattoo mentors might want 

to facilitate the development of bodily awareness within apprentices, they know these 

learners will acquire it in response to the direct demands of tattooing. It starts with an 

awareness of their own body in time and space.   

 

Bodily Self-Awareness 
 

I was thoroughly aware of my body way back during my first days at Premium, 

mainly because I felt awkward in the space. I gained comfort by directing my body toward 

productive work—cleaning the shop so as to gain a meaningful relationship with the 

world. As I moved into a formal apprenticeship, I found myself engulfed within an 

intentional process of bodily training. This process began while learning to see my hands 

as either dirty (red) or clean (green) as described in chapter one.  

The awareness I had over my own body increased while doing my first tattoos. 

Matt would stand over my shoulder and would guide my body-attention. He’d coach me 

to “ground” myself in the chair and to place my feet flat on the ground. Because I tended 

to keep my shoulders up near my ears while tattooing, he’d tell me to roll them back and 

to breathe. I wrote, “It’s like a yoga workshop in there! Matt telling me to concentrate on 

my breath.” I added, “I had no idea this was a full-body thing, what do I make of my own 

body here?”  

I was also gaining awareness of my emotions. Tattooing, like other forms of body 

labor, requires the management of feeling and of its presentation. New tattooers and all 

tattooers must maintaining confidence and with displaying competence in their work to 

the benefit of themselves and their clients (see Sanders 1989:80). 

I would ground myself in the chair, notice my hands, and pay attention to the 

weight of my torso and feet against the Earth. I’d work to resolve my anxiety internally, 

and to present confidence externally. I would do this partly by walking my clients through 
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the tattoo process verbally, “We’ll start by prepping the area which will be tattooed by 

cleaning it…” I’d squirt alcohol on a paper towel, “I’m going to use some alcohol to clean 

the surface.” I’d describe my application of the stencil, telling them about our use of a 

substance called Dettol to transfer the stencil onto their bodies. I described how old time 

tattooers often used Speed Stick.  

Some clients requested I move that stencil over and over again. I would stand with 

them and work through the process, trying my best to not appear frustrated. I once did 

that with someone for two hours. This task in emotional labor—maintaining an open and 

calm demeanor—was made more difficult when I saw another one of my clients arrive. 

That next client was on time.  But walking the indecisive client through the process, and 

staying with them through their decision, helped ensure their comfort. It also helped slow 

me down and assume the composure needed for a steady hand. My next client was fine 

waiting, anyhow.  

The task of noticing minute details of bodily experience inspired me to think about 

and treat bodies in a technical way—both my own and those of my clients—as 

phenomena deserving of practical attention and handling. While this objectification might 

always risk de-humanization, tattooers and other body laborers learn to approach bodies 

as things to some extent. Objectifying the body has many effects, two of which I explore 

below.   

 

Operating from Technical Necessity 
 

I began caring a little less about the meaning of any given tattoo project. Clients 

and especially those with very few tattoos would sometimes describe why they were 

getting their particular piece. I’d find myself distracted and disinterested. I would try to 

tease out the more technical aspects of their request: would it be in color and would it go 

on the arm or the chest? I began operating from a place of technical necessity. I had a job 

to do.  

 I began to notice this in myself when preparing to tattoo a dear friend of mine, a 

deeply emotional guy. He’d recently moved to New York City and I was happy to see him 
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while he was back visiting Oakland. I wanted to know all about his new life back east and 

was excited to share with him my new world in tattooing. But just as he began telling me 

all about the incredibly deep significance the tattoo design—a goat—holds for his Jewish 

heritage, my mind slipped into a distanced kind of technical planning: 

 

Okay, the line value is going to be rather thick, that’s great. 
 I’ll use the 7-liner and then the 3-liner for those contours. 
 Going to have to go real light near that wrist. 
 Is that a scar up toward the elbow? 
 

All the while he’s going on about what it means to him. His voice took on the wah-wah 

sound of adults in Peanuts cartoons. I—surprised by my own response—had to 

strategically conjure a feeling and expression of interest, as I would have to do with many 

clients after this exchange. I had to notice my own response and do emotional labor to 

produce a fulfilling client experience.  

He seemed to have noticed my lack of interest, as he started speaking slower. He 

grew visibly disappointed and I mustered up the effort. I described this scene to a 

tattooer during an interview and she laughed with recognition. She even wore 

headphones while tattooing people to avoid hearing long stories from clients. “I know I 

probably shouldn’t, but I need that concentration.” She told me, “Like sometimes I just 

can’t hear the stories. Like, maybe this is bad, but I’m just not into the big stories about 

the tattoos. I need to work, you know?” While some tattooers I met deeply engaged with 

people on the level of their tattoo’s significance, I and many found such engagement 

exceptionally distracting.  

I grew more of a capacity to feel interest in the projects I did as I became better at 

tattooing. I ultimately found that people responded positively from this kind of 

engagement. Clients may dive into it all because they need it to be a part of their 

experience. They might also do so from nervousness. They filled the air with something, 

and some seemed eager to have me express appreciation over their decision to get the 

piece—to acknowledge that they seemed to have thought long and hard about it. Like 

most tattooers, I’d get a tattoo on the spot. I absolutely didn’t need to have people 
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convince me they were especially invested in what they were getting. It’s not to say that I 

didn’t care, as I in fact held a great deal of concern regarding what I was doing to the 

bodies of other people as I explore in chapter five. It’s to say that I needed to place 

distance between the person and their body to get the job done.  

 

Hurting People for a Living 
 

Turning the body into an object of technical labor also helped me put people 

through pain. Matt told me upon seeing me hesitate while doing my first tattoo, “You 

think what we do is nice to people?!” He’d later ask me to tattoo myself, and not to get 

better at tattooing. “It’ll teach you what you are doing to other people,” he said, “Get 

those lines right the first time.” 

He’d watch me work with gritted teeth at the beginning because he knew I was 

going too light with the machine. This made it so that I had to go over the lines a few 

times. Going over the lines—the wounds—multiple times increased the pain involved. 

Matt and Pauly would disparage my hesitancy, displaying anger and disappointment after 

a client upon who’s body I fussed over for far too long had left. Matt would say, “You’re 

hurting people because you don’t want to hurt them, you see that?” He told me, “Run 

over them a few times there to see how it’s gonna feel for other people when you don’t 

get it right the first time.”  

For some reason, I was surprised I’d have to hurt people. I actually apologized to 

my first few clients. “Stop apologizing,” Matt told me, “They came here to get a tattoo. 

Give them one.” Touching right in tattooing, after all, results in pain.  

“I really used to trip on that,” a tattooer told me during casual conversation, “Like 

I hated causing the pain.” Another who agreed to this dislike of causing pain told me, 

“You’ve got to get to a place where you don’t think about the pain,” while adding, 

“Because the thing is, they came here for that and there’s no way around the pain.” I’d 

try my best to remember all this while jamming that machine across the belly of some 

twitching person. I’d remind myself: they’re paying me to do this. They came in here 

wanting this. This is the way it’s done.  
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Matt tattooed his mom several years before I joined the shop. He re-told the story 

to me due to its educational potential. “She was crying, man, and she told me, ‘you hurt 

people for a living’ and I was like, sit still, Mom.” He told me, “My own mom, dude, I had 

to make her cry to get the piece done.” I thought of all this while I gave my own mom her 

first tattoo, a small paper airplane with dash marks. I joked with her as I began, “I’ve put 

you through pain before.” She said with a grin, “I gave birth to you and your twin 

brother,” adding, “This is nothing. Just don’t mess up.”  

I got over it—growing into a more complete understanding of my role in the 

production of tattoos over time. I trained my body so that I could apply the correct 

pressure with the machine. It would tell me when I was touching right. I learned to look 

for small beads of blood and plasma that would form across a properly pulled line or filled 

section. I’d listen to the light change in the machine’s sound when in the right spot. I’d 

feel for the vibration I knew I needed. 

I occasionally found myself enjoying it—putting people through pain. I seldomly 

opened myself to this feeling and was absolutely surprised to find it waiting, almost 

inviting.  

The first time I enjoyed giving someone pain in tattooing happened while 

tattooing a rose on a guy’s white thigh. We’d built rapport through jokes. He reeled from 

the pain of my first couple of quick marks—overdoing it to amuse me and his partner 

who’d sat nearly bored while I tattooed her an hour before. I put in a few more quick 

lines and he grew white as a sheet. I took a break to bring a bucket close in the case he 

would puke. I held a cool towel to the back of his neck as he laughed quietly. “Don’t let 

that dude puke on you,” Matt told me, “That shit will happen.”  

The color came back to my client’s face and he requested I tattoo as fast as 

possible. I moved slowly at first, though, to ensure he wouldn’t grow pale again. I then 

began cruising at evidence of his newfound stamina. He was wailing and I picked up 

speed. I had a great time.  

“I just dug in there and blasted through the piece,” I wrote in fieldnotes that 

evening, “With him all squirming and reeling. It was actually a lot of fun.” I wrote, “You 
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fucking asked for this, dude, you’re paying me for it and, well, here it is!” I finished the 

piece and encountered a feeling of confidence I’d rarely known. I felt powerful. I told 

Matt about this experience and he looked to me with a smile, saying, “If you didn’t have 

that in you, you would’ve never ended up here in the first place” (see Figure 12). 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12: Tattooers must learn how to put 
people through pain and they do so in part 
by transforming the bodies of their clients 
into objects of technical labor. I found 
myself enjoying the pain aspect of tattooing 
in the case of doing this rose designed by 
Matt.  

 

The capacity to put people through pain is among the many requirements 

involved with the intimate body labor that is tattooing. As the body is both the site and 

source of tattoo production, tattooers must also develop bodily awareness to effectively 

read the terrain of the bodies they work on and the body they work from. This means 

they must, to some degree, approach bodies as things to understand, alter, use, and 

control—as objects of technical labor. Tattooers are guided by touching rules in this 

effort, specifically when handling the bodies of other people. But to suggest that 

tattooers work with bodies is to be unprecise, as they work more specifically and with 

skin and the selves that inhabit and animate it.   
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Chapter Four 
Becoming Skin-Tone Conscious in Tattoos 

 

 

 

A young woman came into Premium looking to have some scars “covered up.”29 

The thin, keloidal marks on her skin hovered above veins across her inner forearm. I’d 

tattooed over the self-harm scars of a dozen people by the time she came in. I was happy 

to do it and was energized by a busy day at the shop. It was a special day—Friday the 

13th—which is a holiday of sorts for street shops. We were doing $40 flash designs and 

pumping them out quickly. They were reduced from the roughly $150 they’d usually cost, 

and we had about 20 people on a waiting list when this client’s turn came up.  

She asked me straight away, “Can you tattoo my dark skin?” I wasn’t surprised by 

the question. People of color asked, as one put it, if I could “work with darker tones” 

before. They knew some white tattooers in the US can’t, or don’t want to, work on skin 

that’s darker in tone than that of many white people. These clients approach tattoo shops 

as they likely approach hair salons (see Byrd and Tharps 2014), hoping the practitioners 

inside are able and willing to work with the features of their non-white bodies. I was sure 

I could do the piece and offered my client reassurance.  

I proposed that our most immediate challenge involved the fact that she didn’t 

know what she wanted to get tattooed. I stood as she scanned the flash. She paused on a 

rose design and I offered the suggestion that the design matched her rock-and-roll 

aesthetic. She agreed that it would complement the tattoos she already had, one of 

which had been done by Matt. She decided to go for it, and her choice relieved me from a 

tinge of anxiety I had during the process. There was a flash design right next that rose I 

wanted to avoid because it involved a type of finer linework in which I was less 

competent. The classic rose design would be more amenable to my immediate skillset.  

 
29 I put quotes around the phrase because many cover-up tattoos work not on their ability to “cover,” 
exactly, but on the basis of their success in distracting the human eye. Good ones are good illusions. 
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I scaled up the design so that it would fit across the scars. I asked for consent 

before wiping the scarred area with an alcohol-soaked paper towel. I did shave some hair 

away from the area, being careful around the scarred tissue. I transferred the stencil and 

asked she look it over in the mirror. I sat on a stool watching her assessment, wondering 

whether we’d have to move it. She told me it was in the right spot—a sign we’d be 

moving through the process with ease. I had those seated in our waiting area on my 

mind.  

I asked her to sit in a chair opposite from my stool. She stretched her arm down 

and across a red, plastic-wrapped arm rest with palm facing up. I tattooed quickly with 

her arm between my knees. We talked while she watched my every move. I was growing 

used to this experience—having someone watch me do a very difficult thing—but it was 

still unnerving. The more I tattooed, the more I began to notice and cherish the privacy of 

painting, drawing, and writing.  

My client and I had fun, sharing quick stories in the bustling shop. I pulled the lines 

quickly and switched my liner needle group to a magnum for the shading. The magnum, 

or mag, has a different arrangement of needle points than the liner. The points in a liner 

meet to form a circular tip—the three points of a 3-liner resemble the tip of a sharpened 

pencil. The points in a mag meet to form a fan-like shape—the seven points of a 7-mag 

resemble a broom. I shaded the rose petals by pulling that broom-shaped-mag across the 

skin, starting from a section’s edge and moving in strategic directions with a quick, whip-

like motion (hence the technique’s name, whipshading). I hoped to create an illusion of 

depth.  

I tattooed quickly and my client hopped out of the chair when I was done. She 

held her arm out and smiled in the mirror. I wondered what it must have felt like to look 

at her arm that day. She thanked me repeatedly, as the piece came out fine enough. The 

shading was poorly executed in some spots and some of the linework was too light, but it 

was well worth the $40 (see Figure 13). As much as everyone involved wanted the best 

tattoos available, I only met a couple of Friday the 13th clients who expected to great 
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tattoos on the cheap. This client wasn’t one of those. She was exuberant and we hugged 

before a quick goodbye.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 13:  Quick rose covering 
scars during a busy Friday 13th 
tattoo event. Tattooers engage 
clients intimately and must work 
in consideration of the skin’s 
technical requirements and social 
significance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 While I didn’t get to use color in her tattoo, I did have the opportunity to avoid 

giving her more keloid scars. Tattooers can give keloid scars to people with darker skin 

because melanin promotes a heightened capacity to react against disturbance. I learned 

how to prevent scarring from Matt, who taught me to reduce the machine’s voltage and 

to move my arm faster through darker skin. He had me watch him tattoo, and tattoo 

many folks with darker-toned skin, so that I could see how he adjusted his practice to 

meet the differing conditions of his clients’ bodies.  

Many white tattooers in the US don’t get this kind of education. They otherwise 

don’t learn how to effectively tattoo darker-toned skin because they mostly give tattoos 

to their white friends. New tattooers in the US, like everyone else, socialize in a nation 

characterized by racial segregation (Faber 2019; Massy and Denton 1993). Regardless of 

their clientele, however, some white tattooers avoid opportunities to learn. For instance, 

they don’t engage the many resources distributed during my first two years by Instagram 
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accounts such as Ink the Diaspora, Shades Tattoo Initiative, Tattoos on Dark Skin Tones, 

and Melanin with Ink.  

That people create and distribute educational resources chalked full of anti-racist 

sentiment helps reveal the deep-seated role of whiteness in the contemporary US tattoo 

world. The assumption of whiteness in tattooing is surprising because tattooing was, after 

all, developed by people with dark skin thousands of years ago. It’s not the case that 

tattoos don’t work on dark skin, but that whiteness and light-skin preference were built 

into the technology, training, and aesthetics of tattooing over time by white people.  

Tattooers who assume the white client develop practices that most suit light-

toned skin, and in this way rely on a particular condition of their client’s body to achieve 

success in their work. They’re much like developers of facial recognition technologies who 

build products most amenable to white faces (see Boyer and King 2019). These engineers 

and tattooers alike default to whiteness and approach darker-toned skin as in need of 

accommodation. 

Let’s consider a counterfactual: envision a world in which contemporary tattooers 

in the US must alter their baseline practices to find success tattooing lighter skin. They 

developed their skill, after all, with darker-toned skin in mind. Clients with lighter skin in 

this world might face pushback from tattooers because their lighter skin proves 

problematic. It’s more prone to revealing error, after all, and it fails to produce the 

keloidal marks that—in this counterfactual—are essential in good tattoos.   

The counterfactual is a bit hard to hang on to, partly because there are enough 

white people doing and getting tattoos in the US to warrant suspicion of its possibility. 

But also because, sociologically speaking, the assumption of whiteness in tattooing 

constitutes what George H. Mead (1934) calls an “institution.” Whiteness is built into the 

“common response” of community members to a shared situation—in this case tattooers 

and tattooing (261). While not all tattooers privilege white clients, as many tattooers of 

color work in enclaves wherein they mostly tattoo people of color (see Lane 2020:129-

30), a preference for lighter skin in tattooing amounts to an institutionalized response to 

the demands of tattoo labor.  
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Taking this institutional vantage point helps reveal light-tone preference among 

tattooers as a form of institutional racism, or more specifically, institutional colorism. 

While I use this chapter to discuss colorism among working tattooers in the US, I mostly 

explain how the process of becoming a tattooer can inspire among tattooers a 

heightened awareness of skin tone. I do this before describing the historical relationship 

between skin tone, human classification, and racism. I then describe tattooers who voice 

preference for working on lighter toned skin—a preference they often voice in technical 

terms—and contextualize this preference with social movement claims by tattooers 

working to subvert colorism and racial discrimination in the white tattoo world.  

 

The Necessity of Tone-Consciousness 
 

I was often surprised by the conversations I’d have about skin tone as a tattooer. 

There is a near-necessity to recognize and discuss skin tone, sometimes with clients 

directly, as it informs what tattooers do as they approach the skin.   

This fact about tattooing means tattooers can’t assume the stance of racial “color 

blindness”—as do those eschewing responsibility for racism by claiming they don’t “see” 

the color of a people’s skin (see Bonilla-Silva 2006). Tattooers must, in the words of 

Kimberly Jade Norwood (2014), “Do something we say we do not like to do: Notice color” 

(4). Tattooers can’t just notice color, though. They’ve got to become tone-conscious to 

succeed in their work if they have any intention of tattooing people with a variety of skin 

tones.  

Tattooers learn how to better-notice the nuances of skin tone as they navigate the 

demands of tattooing people over time. The development of tone-consciousness is 

among the aspects of a broader “sensory socialization” into tattooing (Friedman 2015). 

They learn to notice things and, in this case, to see skin tone with heightened attention. 

They might also gain practice talking about skin tone with clients. For instance, 

Thompson (2015) recalls a conversation with her tattooer about the staying power of ink 

color on a more olive skin tone: “I wanted the cursive script to be in rainbow colors, one 

color for each letter.” She made this request to a tattooer who “pointed out that different 
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colors would be more visible than others and fade at different rates, making the word 

illegible.” That the different colors would stand more or less visible in the skin over time 

motivated the tattooer to suggest the script be done in “solid black ink.” This suggestion 

was made so that the tattoo would offer sturdy contrast to the skin and as such remain 

legible as it heals. Thousands of tattooers have conversations like this each day.  

Such a suggestion is common among tattooers because they want to educate 

clients and because such education might enhance the durability of the tattooer’s work. 

Most tattooers operate with the knowledge that tattoos done in black ink and in simple, 

bold designs will remain the most visible on the skin over the life course—their temporal 

reference point as it relates with their labor’s object. They approach this knowledge as 

being applicable to all tattoos and especially those done on darker skin tones. 

While some tattooers default to suggesting black and bold tattoos for those with 

darker-toned skin, others develop nuanced techniques which allow them to employ a 

variety of colors and compositions within darker-toned skin. They might choose color 

palates with skin-tone in mind, avoiding the use of yellow in a piece done on skin with 

substantial yellow coloration. I knew several tattooers who began doing color tests for 

clients—tattooing small dashes or dots in different colors so that they and their clients 

could see which worked best. 

However, many tattooers and shops don’t maintain clientele characterized by 

diversity in skin tone. This lack of skin-tone diversity might be an effect of neighborhood 

segregation, economic inequality, and it might be the outcome of there being close 

associations between some aesthetic practices and racialized groups. For instance, there 

is an explicitly Chicano style of tattooing, done mostly by and for Chicano and Latinx folks 

in Chicano neighborhoods (Santos 2009; Lane 2020:131).   

Premium Tattoo maintained a rather skin-tone-diverse clientele. Pauly attracted 

many people of color because he had spent his life in Oakland and had developed a 

network within environments where people of color were overrepresented. Karime 

likewise brought in many people of color. Being Latinx, having a friendship circle of Latinx 

folks, and a Chicano-inspired tattoo style inspired this pattern among their clients.  Matt 
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and I seemed to draw a mostly white crowd, although Matt often tattooed people with 

darker-toned skin.  

I had the whitest clientele. I was surprised by the ongoing whiteness of those who 

sought out my work. I’d get defensive about it, too. I was the one, after all, who called 

into weekly discussions about race and racism in tattooing. I had been the one to 

challenge panel guests about racism during tattoo-related museum events. I was teaching 

college courses on race relations in between my appointments. But there I was, tattooing 

white people almost exclusively.  

I asked a few tattooers about why this might be. They quickly identified the 

overwhelmingly-white representation of bodies across my Instagram portfolio. I shared 

with them what seemed a conundrum: the more I posted tattoo photos, which were 

often on white people, the more I might exclude people of color from my practice. I had 

stopped editing my photos, so it wasn’t the case that I was lightening the skin’s 

presentation (more on this below). It was just that those who sent me requests for 

tattoos were mostly white people. It felt at times to be just a natural course of things, but 

it wasn’t. There was something about me, my work, and my public presentation that 

made those with lighter-toned skin attracted to my tattooing.  

While I didn’t reach out to tattooers of color to request they educate me—or to 

solve my problems—I did speak with one tattooer who almost exclusively tattoos people 

of color and who jumped right in to find a solution. I suggested I could offer a reduced 

price to people of color so as to ease their access to tattoos. This was, this tattooer 

explained, “a tough one.” They and I were quite sure it was offensive and therefore not 

the right step. I trusted this advice, in part because this person offered visible and 

grounded critique of racism in tattooing across their social media efforts. They were 

steeped in the conversation and nonetheless a bit stuck on what to do. We sat shaking 

our heads at my problem: one which was so easy to identify and critique while being 

quite difficult to resolve.   

As much as I’d like to report just how I changed this aspect of my tattooing, I can 

only offer that by the time of this writing that it stayed the course. I tattooed as much as I 
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could—juggling as I was my teaching and writing—and simply tried to do the best tattoos 

I could. I was able, however, to tattoo people of color who approached our shop as walk-

in clients. It was in these interactional moments that I found myself noticing and talking 

about the skin tone of other people like I’d rarely, if ever, done in my life.  

One afternoon back at Premium, a man walked in and placed his hand on the 

counter. He asked with a kind smile, “You think, with my dark skin, we could put a name 

on and still see it?” He did have very dark skin. I began chatting with him, saying 

something about the necessity of contrast and that our eyes rely on distinction in tone 

and texture. He agreed and we chuckled a bit. It seemed we were both aware of—and 

finding some enjoyment in—the uniqueness of our conversation. I removed a black 

marker from its package and suggested we could write on his skin. “Let’s test it with this 

marker, yeah?”  

I took his large, rough hand in mine before writing the name on his outer wrist. I 

failed to record the name in my notes, but I recall it being of his wife or daughter. I wrote 

the name in a very clear, simple font. He held his hand up to read the text and angled his 

wrist so as to catch the afternoon light. He reached his hand out toward me so that I 

could see before shooting me a quick smile. The only thing I could see was a shimmer off  

quickly-drying ink. I hadn’t expected to be able to read the name because I’d found it 

hard to see the letters as I wrote them on his body.  

We nodded and I told him, “I could surely give you a tattoo, but you may not be 

able to see it so good right there.” I began to talk about finding an area on his body which 

might work better—one that got less sun. I suggested we put the tattoo on his shoulder 

or within the inside of his bicep and did so because I had become familiar with patterns of 

tone variation on bodies. Being a white person only occasionally familiar with the naked 

bodies of Black people, I would sometimes find surprise at just how light the skin would 

appear on the upper thigh of someone I’d initially considered as having darker-toned skin. 

I wanted to give this man a tattoo and was confident we could place it somewhere so that 

it would be more visible.  
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He patted my back, though, and thanked me before leaving. I remain unsure as to 

whether he left on account of my being white, my approach to the process, or simply 

because he fulfilled his suspicion that he wouldn’t be getting that tattoo. I know, 

however, that he and I experienced the kind of interaction I’d had over those first two 

years at Premium—a conversation about skin tone among strangers the likes of which I’d 

rarely encountered outside of the tattoo-client relationship.  

This type of conversation proved easy to have in the shop environment, as it is a 

space which helps organize people around concerns related to the physicality of skin, 

including its tone. We could talk about skin tone openly and directly. But given the deeply 

entrenched racial meaning applied to skin tone, these conversations were never only 

about skin. They were and perhaps to an imperceptible degree, always wrapped up in a 

conversation about race.  

 

The Cultural Life of Skin 
 

There is a link between skin’s tone and its racial meaning in the US—one 

cemented over time with profound consequences. This link doesn’t have to be there. Skin 

is, after all, a physical thing in the world to which human meaning has been variously 

applied. It’s the largest organ of the human body and serves as the final, porous barrier 

between the body and the world. There’s a lot of it, too. The average human is wrapped 

in roughly 20 square feet of skin which weighs roughly 9 pounds (Jablonski 2006:2). It 

would make for a well sized and weighted bowling ball if it were rolled up. Tattooers 

might want to discuss skin tone technically—as this physical thing in the world—but such 

discussion necessarily involves skin’s cultural life. 

The cultural life of skin helps constitute the somewhat-shared and always-

contested understanding(s) through which people produce their social realities (see 

Berger and Luckmann 1967). For instance, skin’s wrinkles may signal to those obsessed 

with youth that the person with wrinkled skin is nearing obsolescence. Its blemishes may 

signal to those who equate skin clarity with hygiene that the person with pimples is 

irresponsibly unclean.  
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In the US—a society organized on the basis of racial meaning—skin’s tone 

determines how a person is evaluated in relation to notions of attractiveness, as people 

have conflated lighter skin with beauty (Craig 2002; Norwood 2014), but also their life or 

death in situations among those attaching forms of trustworthiness, endangerment, and 

credibility to lighter skin.  

People in the US operate within a set of racial meanings that have been 

established over time. Those establishing these meanings have often done so from a 

desire to develop systems of human classification. Those with the power to classify have 

hierarchically arranged people on the basis of skin tone in an attempt to privilege their 

own, lighter-toned skin, over that visible across the bodies of the world’s numerical 

majority. This privileging of lighter-toned skin occurs across racial categories in the form 

of racism and within each category in the form of colorism—where lighter skin tones are 

privileged over darker ones (see Craig 2002; Hunter 2005; Glenn 2009; Norwood 2014).  

The contemporary US association between lighter skin and superiority is the 

partial effect of effort among 17th and 18th century European intellectuals who harnessed 

the discourse of science to establish hierarchical forms of racial classification. They sought 

to explain human difference as rooted in biology and promoted, for instance, “scientific 

polygenism” which argued that different species of the human animal existed 

simultaneously across the planet (Menand 2001:97-17). This way of thinking is reflected 

in the work of those focused on human classification, such as Carl Linnaeus, who’s 1758 

Systema Naturae offered forms of human categorization partly on the basis of skin tone 

qualities: (1) “Whitish” Europeans, (2) “Reddish” Americans, (3) “Tawny” Asians, and (4) 

“Blackish” Africans.   

Whether he intended these categories to serve as stable forms of classification is 

up for debate (see Müller-Wille 2014), but as Saini (2019) notes, he and other racial 

scientists placed people in “hierarchies based on the politics of the time, character being 

conflated with appearance, political circumstance becoming a biological fact” (84). More 

contemporary attempts to develop a science supportive of racial classification can be 

found among eugenicists, those studying intelligence (Murray and Hernstein 1994), 
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human biodiversity, and population genetics (Saini 2019:228-279). Legacies of scientific 

racism continue to support systems of classification which attach negative connotation to 

darker skin and bring upon those with it the brutality of state-sponsored violence (Yancy 

2017: xxix-1; Bennett and Plaut 2018).  

Endeavors to classify people on the basis of skin tone rely on an approach to the 

body as a physical thing deserving of measurement, categorization, or taxonomy 

accomplished first through the body’s objectification. This is a similar impulse I describe 

as necessary for tattooing—it approaches the physical body as an entity worthy of 

understanding. The difference between what I’m suggesting as necessary in tattooing and 

the form of objectification undertaken by those dedicated to racial science is found in its 

intention and consequence.  

Those developing a science of racial classification contributed to a wider 

paradigmatic “normal science” (see Kuhn 1962: 23-35) which approached classification as 

an inherent part of systematic thinking.  In a subheading titled “Why Classify Things?” for 

instance, Cavalli-Sforza (2000) explains that humans are naturally bent on developing 

systems of classification. He writes, “When we are presented with a great number of 

things, we feel compelled to impose some order on potential chaos. Such is the goal of 

classification” (27), and as Saini (2019:261) notes, he engaged in human classification to 

reveal the connections, not differences, among us.  

The problem in this is, Saini (2019) explains, “Somehow, he managed to do this 

without any reference to politics or social history” (261). To classify without attending to 

the relations of power is to obscure social organization, and the social history of racial 

classification reveals some basis upon which racial exploitation is established (see Collins 

1991:68).  

While an objectification of the body carries this danger, tattooers must objectify 

the body to some degree. They must squeeze their way into the space between skin’s 

physical presence and its cultural significance so that they can view it as a physical object 

and decouple it, if partially and temporarily, from its powerful meaning. Whether this is 

possible is up for debate, particularly when we consider the deeply profound meaning 
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associated with skin tone. Turning skin into an object of tattoo labor requires attention to 

its tone in a technical sense, but it is unclear whether contemporary tattooers—or 

anyone else in the US—could ever approach skin tone outside of its cultural 

manifestation: race.  

 

Skin Like Fine Vellum Paper 
 

There were incidents of racism in the tattoo world which were rather easy to 

classify as racist during my first two years tattooing. An example of one being the 

exposure of racist attitudes and actions of the acclaimed tattooer and TV personality 

Oliver Peck, who served as a longstanding host for the TV show Ink Master. Photos 

surfaced in which he appeared in blackface (see Trepany 2020), and a tattooer who had 

worked with Peck and within his social scene told me, “It was everyday shit to find 

pickaninny dolls and even some swastikas in shops like his in the 90’s.” Such moments of 

exposure allow observers to stamp the person as racist because of the presence of 

explicitly racist imagery and language. 

There are incidents in tattooing, however, which prove more difficult to classify as 

racist even if they engender racial discrimination. This is because tattooers veil their skin 

tone concerns with the language of technical preference and not of overt racist bigotry.  

Some tattooers preference tattooing lighter-toned skin and grow uniquely 

accustomed to its demands through a progression of their work in an intentional way. 

They do so by effectively refusing to tattoo people with darker-toned skin, in part by 

developing rigid tattoo practices which don’t allow for variety in skin tone among clients. 

While some tattooers don’t express their preference for lighter-toned skin publicly, 

others do.  

A tattooer of 4 years told me, “I hate to say it, because it sounds racist, but I like 

tattooing lighter skin.” They added, “it’s just that my style and color palette work better 

on light skin.” Another told me that their tattoos “just work better” on lighter skin and 

that “it’s a fact. We’re dealing with contrast here,” they told me, “You have to be able to 

see it.”  
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I’d ask tattooers if they had any issues with different kinds of skin and some 

tattooers would, through this more technical question, get to the skin tone question 

which was never exclusive of the race question.  

Some enthusiastically jumped to describe how much they, as one told me, “love 

tattooing with all that melanin.” This white tattooer seemed at least partly motivated by 

an all-too-familiar desire: to have other people know they weren’t a racist. Another told 

me that they enjoyed tattooing people with darker skin because “the tiny mistakes can’t 

really be seen, so in a way it’s actually much easier.”  Most tattooers, though, took a deep 

breath and settled in for what could be a challenging conversation. It’s hard to talk 

technically about skin tone without addressing race, and it’s nearly impossible to suggest 

a preference for working with lighter skin tones without sounding—and acting—like a 

racist.  

Matt consistently told me to avoid developing a preference for any skin tone in my 

tattoo work. He described such a thing as “fucking racist bullshit.” He’d rail against “racist 

fucking white-dude bro-club ass-hole tattooers” about every three weeks, assuming a 

mockingly-deep voice and puffing up his chest, “I’m a fucking pirate racist jerk-off, but it 

doesn’t matter cause I tattoo.”  

In more instructive and sober moments, he’d avoid the light-dark skin continuum 

and use instead talk in terms of “richness.” He’d say something like, “Now if your client 

has super rich skin, check in with them to see if they develop keloid scaring.” Or he’d use 

the language of light and dark with caveats, “If your client’s got darker skin you adjust 

your colors. It’s not that it’s somehow worse it’s just you’ve gotta know how to do this.” 

Matt was insistent that I recognize the relationship between skin tone and the technical 

demands of tattooing, while he offered me opportunity to experience working with folks 

with darker-toned skin at the shop.  

Learning how to approach skin tone with an awareness of its role in the tattoo 

process was a necessary condition in my becoming a tattooer, even as I did maintain a 

largely-white clientele. I was like other white tattooers who’d come into a political 
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awareness of racism through leftist street activism: fearful I’d be yet another white 

person who’d perpetuate racism through my thoughts and actions.  

But I also simply wanted to be good at tattooing and in this way embodied the 

concern of many established tattooers who approached the ability to tattoo a variety of 

skin tone from a desire for technical mastery. “It’s a basic requirement,” a tattooer told 

me, “Any tattooer who’s good at what they do can tattoos on any skin tone.” They 

employ the logic of craft as explored in chapter one: a good tattooer is one who knows 

how to use their tools with versatility.  

That tattooers are judged on the basis of their versatility does not, however, 

prevent many of them from upholding and sharing a preference for tattooing lighter-

toned skin. Sanders (1989:135) captures this preference among tattooers in the late 

1980’s. For instance, a tattooer told him that “clear, white, unwrinkled, and unblemished 

skin is the best.” The number of people who said something similar led Sanders to explain 

that tattooers categorized “‘good” clients as people who possessed, among many 

features, “finely textured, clear, light skin.” Tattooers he met suggested that “dark and 

coarse skin” offers a set of “artistic and technical problems” not present when working 

with skin “like fine vellum paper” (135).  

Tattooers sound racist when they say things like this, and they discriminate on the 

basis of race when they allow the preference for lighter-toned skin to organize their 

selection of clients. People today take note of this preferencing, and in concert with 

national social movements against racism, are perhaps inclined to continue taking note 

and pushing back.  

 

Instagram Representation and Anti-Racist Action 
 

Although brewing for decades, the tattoo world erupted with internal dialogue 

regarding race and racism in tattooing in response to a wider uprising against racism in 

the Spring and Summer of 2020.30 Ink the Diaspora, “A platform of visibility for dark skin 

 
30 It had been eight years since the vigilante killing of Trayvon Martin and six years since the formation of 
Black Lives Matter, partly in response to the police murder of Michael Brown, Eric Garner, and Tamir Rice. It 



 

 114 

folks who struggle to find representation for tattoos,” remained a visible element of this 

response, although it was active before 2020 (see Ruiz 2020; Salvalaggio 2020). Another 

organized response could be found in a weekly Racial Justice in Tattooing discussion 

group among tattooers across North America. I had the pleasure to join that discussion on 

several occasions.  

These efforts addressed the role of colorism and racial discrimination during the 

tattoo apprenticeship search process, the workplace environments of many shops, and 

across tattoo-related media. Journalists picked up on the momentum, with two examples 

found in Aran’s (2015) “Why do Some Tattoo Artists Balk at Dark Skin” and Lewis’s (2019) 

“You Can’t Be an Ink Master If You Only Tattoo White Skin.” The latter responds to 

tattooing’s most visible manifestation—TV shows—and offers a brief look into the racial 

dimensions of tattooing.  

Every tattooer I met hated tattoo TV shows. Partly because people—on Ink Master 

at least—used “canvas” to describe clients. Contestants occasionally voiced preference 

for light-toned skin. As one contestant on Ink Master explained, “My ideal canvas would 

be, like, paper-white skin” (Aran 2015). As one contestant explained, “I don’t want the 

dark canvases,” adding, “They take away half your skill set. My stuff is dark and creepy, 

and I don’t want to go that dark on dark skin.” They concluded, “This is not the canvas for 

me.”  

Such a statement wouldn’t feel racist if it was made by a painter, for instance, 

when describing a preference for one type of canvas over another. But people aren’t 

canvases. A tattooer told me, “You know, those shows describe people as ‘canvases.’ 

 
had been five years since the police murder of Sandra Bland, four since that of Philandro Castile, and two 
since that of Stephon Clark. Mobilization against racial injustice at this time seemed different (perhaps 
more expansive) because those who could avoid working in public had been “sheltering in place” so as to 
avoid intensifying the COVID-19 pandemic. We in the Bay Area had been sheltering for ten weeks when 
cops killed George Floyd in Minneapolis. Activists brought attention to the death of Ahmaud Arbery at the 
hands of known racists, and the murder of Breonna Taylor by plain-clothes police who had forced entry into 
her home. The municipal responses to the pandemic meant that tattooers had not been tattooing for 
months while the most prominent protest-oriented efforts toward racial justice we had seen for decades 
swept across cities and small towns in the US and Europe. 
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Thing is, the people you tattoo are people, you don’t get to work with canvas. I hate that 

‘human canvas’ shit!”  

During my first two years tattooing, the most prevalent source of representation 

used among tattooers was Instagram. Tattooers were like most users in their desire to 

edit photos with use of the app’s editing tools. This photo editing would become 

wrapped-up in discussions and practices of skin-tone representation, because editing a 

photo of a tattoo necessarily involves the editing of a person’s skin tone.  

Tattooers could reduce the saturation of their photos and change conditions of 

contrast such that their tattoos would appear more visible than they might in real life. 

These editing practices can make a tattoo stand out from the skin on the screen—and 

make the skin upon which the tattoo was done appear much lighter than it does in real 

life. This editing practice among individuals can have a cumulative effect: a prospective 

client can engage the endless scroll of tattoos that all seem to have been done on white 

skin. That client could conclude that white people are the only people who can get 

tattoos.  

These editing techniques established yet another circumstance when my light-skin 

privilege distinguished my experience as a client from those with darker-toned skin. I 

could scroll through any tattooer’s portfolio, including my own, assured my skin’s tone 

would be heavily, if not overly, represented. I could even remain unaware of the skin tone 

and rather concentrate instead on the details of the tattoo work. Having free reign to 

assume any tattooer could and would tattoo my body is an element of my white privilege.  

Ink the Diaspora and others organized against such practices and among their 

efforts launched a campaign to curb the photo-editing practices of an elite shop in New 

York called “Bang Bang.” The shop posted a highly desaturized photo of a tattoo, one 

which removed the skin tone among other colors from the image. They offered this 

desaturated image next to a less-edited version which revealed the person’s skin to be a 

richly dark tone. Ink the Diaspora re-posted the images with a caption: “When your shop 

culture is based on colorism and white supremacy @bangbangnyc.”  
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Bang Bang responded in defense of their editing practices, “On lighter skin it 

reduces the visual redness and irritation. On darker skin it serves the same purpose as 

well as adding contrast to show the skill of the work.” They added, “Dark skin is hard to 

photograph and even harder when there’s blood and ink on a fresh tattoo. This makes 

glare a near impossible obstacle. We use special polarized lenses that filter this light and 

help add to the presentation of our work :).” Their response troubled those organizing 

against colorism in the tattoo world in part because colorism and race remained outside 

of the discussion—because addressing skin tone without acknowledging the fact that any 

such address is unshakably about race is to render the racialized experiences of those 

with darker-toned skin unrecognized.  

I followed this campaign against Bang Bang while experiencing a tinge of regret, as 

I had heavily edited images while in charge of the Premium’s Instagram account during 

my first few months in the shop. Matt reproached me for doing so and stopped it before 

it got out of hand. “Don’t do that,” he said, “You can’t de-saturate them that hard.” He 

told me, “Look at that skin! Are we tattooing corpses here?” Matt, a hard-headed man 

when it came to the adoption of many technologies, was rather up to speed on the 

implications of this photo editing practice.  He told me, “It looks like all we do is tattoo 

white people in here.”  

Matt, myself, and those I met wrestled with skin as a simultaneously physical and 

cultural thing. We sought to deal with skin and its tone from a place of technical curiosity 

while not losing sight of its profoundly social significance. That tattooers must objectify 

the body while remaining attentive to its cultural meaning creates potential for 

opportunity and tension in their work. The meaning associated with human skin 

implicates tattooers in a crossroads where the technical and the social can collide and 

collapse, morphing tattooers into tone-conscious body laborers more or less adept at 

dealing with skin tone and people over time.  

The tattooers I spoke with and worked beside during my first few two years 

tattooing rallied against the practice of refusing projects on the basis of the clients’ skin 

tone. But they didn’t simply accept every project that came their way. They maintained a 
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deep interest in what they did to the bodies of other people. They embraced a set of 

ethics worth further explanation. Covering up scars and working with any tone was good 

work. But having young people ask for face tattoos, for instance, made me and others 

question our ethical relationship with what we were doing.  
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Chapter Five 
Face Tats? The Markable Body and an Ethic of Refusal 
 

 

 “How much for a face tattoo?” The request came from a young person who had 

just walked into our shop. It added character to an otherwise uneventful afternoon. I 

looked up from my drawing to see someone smiling—a person who seemed to recognize 

his request would conjure curiosity if not skepticism.  

 

“Wait,” I said smiling back, “Did you just walk in here asking for a face tattoo?”  
We laughed and hit it off.  
“I want ‘Heartbreak’ here,” pointing above his left eyebrow. 
I quipped, “So who’s the heartbreaker? Also how old are you anyway?”  
“I’m 18,” he said, “I’m an adult.”  
 

A request for a face tattoo always reminded me of the power of placement. The most 

benign tattoo content-wise can become an explosive gesture if done on the face. The 

word “Heartbreaker” would have been quick work on an arm or leg, not causing a stir. 

But the face?  

Many working tattooers in the US often pause before tattooing the face, neck, or 

hands of other people because they know placement matters. They worry such a visible 

tattoo would bring their clients into situations their clients might want the option to 

avoid. Tattooers still refer to such tattoos as job stoppers, as they might prevent a person 

from securing employment, loans, and other things that make for a stable life. The stakes 

of a face tattoo are also high because the face offers a steady source of identity 

construction and presentation, as those dealing with facial transplant surgeries make 

clear (i.e. Breton 2014). 

We can better explain how tattooers understand and relate to the ethical qualities 

of their work by asking how they interact with client requests. More specifically, how they 

come to embody the moral qualities of tattoo labor as they encounter situations which 

demand of them ethical consideration.  
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I use this chapter to explore what I call an ethic of refusal, or a principled approach 

to refusing certain tattoo requests. I suggest this ethic contributes to the conventions of 

tattoo production and that it guides tattooers in their work. I explain how tattooers make 

sense of the body as it relates to ethics-inspired choices—detailing the body’s 

markability, or the degree to which the body is readied for marks mostly on account of 

the amount of tattooing already present. I explore tensions which can arise in refusing 

projects and describe how these tensions are conditioned by the gendered politics of the 

body, the dynamics of space, and of language.  

I witnessed two face tattoos during my first two years at Premium. They were 

done on people who were already heavily tattooed. One recipient was a fellow tattooer 

and the other owned the barber shop across the street. Both were in their late 30’s, 

covered in tattoos, and living lives not likely to be interrupted by these new pieces. We at 

the shop turned others away, though, and Matt described this practice to me early on. 

“We don’t give face tattoos to young folks,” he told me, “Or those who aren’t already 

covered with tattoos.” We were like thousands of other tattooers in that we had 

guidelines around what we did to the bodies of others. These guidelines were a matter of 

doing right or wrong—to others and ourselves.  

But I did give a few young people neck tattoos. The first neck piece I did was of a 

tiger. I had designed the tiger piece as flash, with reference to imagery from early 

twentieth century matchbooks. I never imagined I’d put it on someone’s neck. The client 

was an aspiring tattooer travelling, originally coming from Bogota, Colombia. He’d found 

my work online and was picking up tattoos from many tattooers I deeply admired. I was 

blown away by his choice to get one from me. Our initial interaction couldn’t have been 

easier. I’d spent a few months in Colombia, and we talked extensively about traveling, 

books, and tattooing.  

While he had an idea of what he wanted before arriving to the shop, he wanted to 

look across my book of flash designs to make a same-day decision. It was exciting. It was 

also always nice to tattoo my own flash—I’d made them with my strengths in mind. I 
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didn’t have to look over the design wondering what part of it would be the most 

challenging. Tattooing my own flash was comfortable and fun.  

This particular client went for the tiger. He asked that I tattoo it on his forearm. I 

enjoyed tattooing forearms and legs—areas which proved slightly less demanding than 

those with super thin skin or a varied terrain of tendon and bone. I could place the arm 

on an armrest or have them rest it across a table and work with confidence. I knew this 

tiger would be a quick and good experience.  

My client and I talked tattoos while I copied the design, sized it to fit the spot, ran 

the stencil, and left him to do the paperwork while I set up my equipment. I glanced 

toward him, though, and found him standing in front of the mirror. He was holding the 

design up to his neck with a large smile on his face. He glanced at himself from many 

angles, turning his body and catching the light playfully. My initial confusion at this scene 

cleared up quickly, and I later wrote in my fieldnotes: “I looked over and thought: no 

fucking way. Is this dude going to have me tattoo his neck?” He caught me looking and 

smiled before waving me over to the mirror:  

 

“I think it looks real fucking cool on the neck,” he told me, “Let’s go for it there.”  
“…and here I thought we’d do a quick arm piece,” I smiled. “Look man, I’ve never 
done a neck tattoo before. I need you to know that.” At this I saw Matt peer into 
the shop from the back patio through the tattered mesh of our aluminum screen 
door.  
“I really want you to do it, man. How cool would it look right there?”  
I suggested Matt do it instead: “Look, my mentor has some time and he’d make 
that come out perfect dude. I want this to be great for you, let’s have him do it.” 
His excitement grew with my hesitation, “I want you to do it, man, today! Your 
first!”  

 

I told him to think it over, “That neck tattoo will have a huge impact on your life, dude. 

What if you don’t end up being a tattooer?” He seemed to appreciate the question and 

patted me on the shoulder. He exuded youthful confidence, as though him becoming 

anything but a tattooer was out of the question. I offered him some space and went out 

back, wondering once again if I’d done the right thing at all in becoming a tattooer.  
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I asked Matt for advice: how should I arrange the client’s body for a neck tattoo? 

How do I get the stretch? How easy is it to blow lines there? What about his breathing? I 

told Matt I was a little freaked out, but he knew that.   

Matt could also tell that behind my fear was a more optimistic form of 

excitement—that thing that kept me in tattooing. I said, “But who else is going to let me 

tattoo their fucking neck, man?” Matt allowed himself a slow smile. He enjoyed such 

moments: most of his work had become rather routine. He longed for the surge that 

came with working on the edge of one’s capabilities. He knew I could do the tattoo, that 

he was there to intervene in case I needed help, and that the client was informed and 

enthusiastically on board with the idea.   

Matt spoke slowly, “That dude came here for you. He’s basically begging you to 

tattoo his neck and look, he’s got tattoos all on his hands already.” Sociologically 

speaking, Matt had determined this client’s body to be especially markable on account of 

its already-present marks. Matt mirrored my earlier question, “Who is going to let you 

tattoo their fucking neck, my dude?” Matt’s confidence gave me motivation. He also 

supplied permission. I agreed to go for it, and he lit up with enthusiasm. “From nose to 

toes, bud.”  

It’s embarrassing to admit that I stepped into that shop feeling like some sort of 

warrior. It was in moments like this when the shop’s masculinizing potential was in full 

effect upon my body. It was really just a Wednesday. I was only doing what thousands of 

novice tattooers do all the time—working at the edge of my skill set so that my purview 

could grow. But I felt as though I was facing the fire. Surely this was motivated by the 

tenor of our particular shop scene, by the Dungeons & Dragons played at night, and by 

the fantastical themes of Led Zeppelin, Iron Maiden, and Black Sabbath.  

I was scared and I should’ve been scared, but I was also thrilled.  

My client jumped with excitement when I told him I’d do it. I had him lay across 

the table on his left side. He faced with his neck laid over a plastic-wrapped bolster 

cushion. I set into the project, stretching the skin and getting the machine in there. The 

skin was incredibly elastic. It moved under my gloved fingers as though it were a thin 
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layer of warm dough spread across an oiled baking sheet. A tattooer I interviewed 

captured it when describing pricing, “I told him he was going to have to pay me a lot more 

than that to work with that chicken skin.”  

While I typically created the stretch by spreading skin between my left index 

finger and thumb, I had to anchor the outer edge of my left hand and pull, with the outer 

edge of my right hand, away from the tattoo area on his neck. His blood pulsed against 

the outsides of my hands. I had to push down into his neck a little and did so with fear 

that I’d block the blood from moving between his brain and body. I could feel his breath, 

too. I dove in with the machine and assumed a comfortable cadence as the lines started 

making their way into the skin. The piece mostly went according to plan, although I don’t 

see much beyond a series of errors upon review of the photograph (see Figure 13).  

 

 

 

 

Figure 13: “Job stopper” 
tattoo on the neck, done 
with a client after 
negotiating its 
appropriateness for his 
lifestyle. Tattooers I spoke 
with proceed into such life-
altering projects with 
caution, approaching their 
work from an ethical 
position. 

 

I finished the piece and my client got up from the table. He stretched his neck and 

moved over to the mirror. He stood smiling and laughing upon seeing his neck before 

turning to me to say, “Fucking awesome, man!” We took photos near the front of the 
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shop. He’d paid and we lingered. I cherished the moment and expressed gratitude for his 

openness in working with me. I silently wondered whether I hadn’t just ruined this kid’s 

life. But we hugged and I allowed a quiet euphoria to drench my experience. Matt took a 

break from his project to congratulate me for stepping up to the opportunity. I went out 

for a burrito and I enjoyed it while walking in the warm afternoon sun.  

I sat for my PhD oral exams later that week, looking into the faces of five 

professors who graciously sought to calm my nerves. I was calm, though, and I sat 

thinking: I tattooed that dude’s neck. It was in this way that I carried my embodied 

experiences from the shop out into the world. I found new confidence and humility in 

arenas beyond tattooing. I was produced to some extent into a new way of experiencing 

myself and those around me.  

This production had its negative effects, too, as I found myself occasionally 

troubled by what I was doing to the bodies of other people. I’d lay awake wondering 

whether I shouldn’t have tattooed that dude’s neck. Or have done the bumblebee on that 

queer woman’s neck a few weeks later. Sure, they asked for the work and we had spent 

time talking about the potential consequences. But still, I wondered whether these clients 

had thoroughly considered the gravity of their request. I carried this worry and remained 

glad I refused some projects, such as that kid’s face tattoo, on account of having to live 

with having done it.  

 

An Ethic of Refusal 
 

Tattooers I spoke with and worked alongside generally took ethical interest in 

what they did to the bodies their clients. Tattooers who refuse to do face tattoos on 

young people embrace what may be called an ethic of refusal. This ethic is built into the 

conventions of tattooing. It’s part of what Lane (2020) describes as a “code” among 

tattooers. Tattooers engage this ethic when making—and later making sense of—

decisions.  

I draw on Durkheim (1912, 1914) in my use of ethic, ethical, or moral to reference 

a frame through which people approach the world. More specifically, how they create 
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and re-create the social distinctions separating the sacred (revered) from the profane 

(ordinary). Durkheim developed this way of thinking by analyzing whole societies, but his 

insight can be used to understand the ethical character of social life among members of 

smaller groups, particularly in their ways of articulating the distinction between what is 

and is not appropriate.  

In his ethnography among tattooers of the 1980’s, Sanders (1989) suggested they 

exist within what he called an “ethical and cultural landscape” (175). He noticed tattooers 

to be enveloped in a set of ethical expectations for appropriate behavior. These 

expectations included a general refusal to tattoo the hands, necks, and faces of other 

people. Although the practice of tattooing visible areas of the body is more common 

today, in part inspired by a reduction in stigma over the tattooed body, Sanders’ insight 

generally maps onto contemporary practice among many tattooers who embrace an ethic 

of refusal (see Lane 2020).  But where does this ethic and its associated ethical landscape 

come from? 

That many working tattooers in the US work within such an ethical landscape 

suggests, as Becker (1986) describes culture generally, that those who share a vocation 

develop patterned approaches to thoughts, situations, and problems. I’ve referred to 

these approaches as conventions—bodily habits and commonsensical understandings 

shared by a group.  

That groups of tattooers share ways of thinking and responding to typical 

situations and problems suggests they work within what Fine (2006) calls “shopfloor 

cultures.” The shopfloor cultures concept works to describe what new tattooers might 

encounter with regard to ethical expectations, in part because it helps account for the 

decentralized and diverse thing that is the tattoo world. Tattooers work in enclaves and 

as such develop localized practices and ethics as they respond to localized problems. This 

is partly an effect of the clustering among tattooers, as they often gather in shops on the 

basis of shared aesthetic styles, levels of skill, and on their relationship to the ethics of 

tattoo practice. Tattooers speak of a “shop culture.” There are shops that do face tattoos 

and shops that don’t.  
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Although writing long before Fine (2006), Becker (1986) helps us understand the 

production of shopfloor cultures by suggesting that the more a group of workers occupies 

a local workplace environment, the more “idiosyncratic” the work culture becomes (102). 

There is no single form of collective memory among tattooers, no singular “culture of 

production” or “work culture” but rather a proliferation of shopfloor cultures, even if 

there are more shared conventions among tattooers. This approach to thinking about 

tattooers allows us to appreciate how people who become tattooers can be socialized 

into a set of ethical expectations while acknowledging that these new tattooers will, like 

all tattooers, come to embody what it means and what it takes to tattoo over time 

through repetitive encounters with tattooing.  

As I discussed in chapter one, many tattooers assume the apprenticeship to be the 

best avenue for becoming a tattooer because it might offer a structured process of 

socialization. Scholars make this assumption, too. For instance, Sanders (1989) refers to 

the benefits of the apprenticeship when underlining how important the passing of 

“institutional memory” from “teacher to apprentice” is in the reproduction of the tattoo 

world. While a person may encounter collective knowledge in an apprenticeship, they 

won’t fully appreciate tattooing’s ethical demands until they tattoo repeatedly. That is, 

the ethical character of tattooing is experienced through an accumulation of direct 

experience with the conditions of tattoo production. Tattooers are shaped by what they 

do as they do it.  

Tattooers I met knew all of this. Those who took on apprentices often spoke as 

though they’d been reading Dewey (1922), who argues morality is wrapped up in the 

development of habits. Habits for Dewey are a person’s “acquired predisposition to ways 

or modes of response” (42 emphasis in original) and they’re shared by people who 

encounter similar problems. These shared “customs, folkways, established collective 

habits” (75) can congeal into what I’ve been discussing as conventions—which ethically-

inform modes of action and judgment.31  

 
31 Such that Biggart and Beamish (2003) describe conventions as to “involve social accountability” and that 
they ultimately “provide a basis for judging the appropriateness of acts” (444). 
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This way of thinking works in the description of tattoo ethics because it reflects 

the situational character of tattoo knowledge: it responds to the fact that tattooers learn 

as they practice and develop rules as they encounter problems. It also allows us to 

recognize that tattooers can exist within a broader, sometimes-shared framework of 

ethical guidelines as much as any single tattooer might appear to be working on their own 

terms. Tattooers face similar problems and develop responses to these problems to avoid 

forms of hardship.   

Matt told me one day, “Refusing to do certain projects with certain people is like 

dodging a bullet.” He recounted times when should’ve refused projects. He assured me 

I’d do the same, and that I would come to “appreciate this over time.” Which meant that 

I’d crash and burn before figuring it all out.  

I interviewed several tattooers who had gone through an apprenticeship and who 

told me something similar—that as much as they did receive guidance, it was a rather 

“sink or swim” scenario. They had to, as one tattooer described, “Face the realities of 

tattooing, be in it and feel it and learn just how intense it was.” This suggests that if 

tattooers refuse to do certain projects in response to their being socialized into a set of 

ethical conventions, the conventions themselves are partly maintained through the 

direct, repeated experiences tattooers have with clients and with mistakes.  

 

The Markable Body 
 

I often took cues from the body of my clients—they told me things I needed to 

know.  For instance, whether they had a bunch of tattoos or not shaped my 

understanding of what might be needed from me in the tattoo process. While I always 

taught people how to heal their tattoos properly, I knew I’d have to do more education 

for those who had never healed a tattoo before. And as much as I would extend 

emotional labor toward helping all clients find ease, I knew that I might have to do a bit 

more of this with those who had few tattoos. I also used information about the client’s 

body while working to make ethical decisions.  
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The tattooers I met described some bodies as being more readied for tattoos than 

others. These tattooers often did their first tattoos on people who already had a bunch of 

amateur work, as one tattooer told me their “punk friends already had a ton of shit 

tattoos, anyway.” The presence of “shit tattoos” made it so that this tattooers first 

tattoos seemed suited for the occasion. The body was readied for dicey tattoos.  

I explore this degree of readiness—what I call the body’s markability—in this 

section. This exploration helps explain how the ethical conditions of tattooing contribute 

to the embodied production of tattooers. As discussed in the introduction, scholars 

explain that people seem increasingly inclined to view their bodies as sites of alteration 

(Bordo 2003; Choen et. a. 2013; Korczynski 2013; Wolkowitz 2013). Tattooers and others 

working in the body labor economy both construct and respond to this inclination.  

This doesn’t mean that tattooers approach the bodies of their clients as clean 

slates for economic activity. Tattooers objectify the body to work on it, but the ones I met 

always assured me they approach bodies as inextricable aspects of people. They didn’t 

work on “canvases,” as much as tattoo TV shows might use that term. They worked on 

humans—on people living complex lives. The fact that tattooing can permanently shape 

those lives only amplifies the stakes involved.  

There are many conditions of the body which contribute to its markability and 

which shape the ethical—always embodied—experiences of tattooers. These conditions 

include the body’s relative alignment with hegemonic regimes of beauty which are, of 

course, a highly gendered set of meanings and practices. One could look toward tattoo 

history and find that many people did, and perhaps still do, approach the heavily tattooed 

female body as anathema to white, hegemonic femininity (see chapter one).  

I had a few men who tattoo describe experiencing heightened stress while 

tattooing the body of a woman they found beautiful. In the framework of this discussion, 

I suggest they found these bodies to be less markable than the ugly men they otherwise 

covered with tattoos. One of these tattooers told me they didn’t want to “ruin” beautiful 

women. The logic behind this concern suggests tattooers might consider the male, fat, 

old, or Black body more markable than that which is female, slender, young, and white.  
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I didn’t, however, hear such talk at Premium and among those with whom I spent 

the majority of my time in the tattoo world. I imagine I’d encounter this type of discussion 

more among “tattoo bros,” but can’t speak to its prevalence.  

I can suggest with confidence that many contemporary tattooers in the US 

evaluate the body’s markability by considering the extent to which it is already marked. 

The heavily tattooed body, that is, seems more readied for tattoos than the lightly 

tattooed body. This condition of the body is built into the ethic of refusal which dictates 

that tattooers should refuse—or at least consider refusing—tattooing the hands, necks, 

or faces of lightly tattooed people.  

My clients with many tattoos seemed more up for additional ones than did my 

clients with few tattoos, many of whom stressed over every detail and worked to assure 

me the piece was especially meaningful. The degree of a body’s markability seemed 

perceptible by the tattooer and the client. This doesn’t mean a person necessarily 

becomes less concerned with their additional tattoos over time, as I and many of my 

clients got their very first tattoos at home by drunken amateurs. It does mean, however, 

that many tattooers and many clients look to the already-tattooed body as more 

markable than that with few or no tattoos.   

The markability of a heavily tattooed body allows tattooers to approach that body 

with ease relative to the lightly tattooed body. This is partly a result of them assuming the 

person getting tattooed knows what to expect from the process, a phenomenon which 

requires less emotional labor from the tattooer. But it’s also because they know their 

additional work on that body will not singularly and negatively impact that person’s life.  

It was often on heavily tattooed bodies that I did my very best work. The stakes 

seemed lower, even if I was placing my tattoo next to those I deeply admired. 

Tattooers and apprentices I met often approached their own bodies as the most 

markable of them all. We put some of our first and worst work into our own legs. That 

Matt, Pauly, Kyle, and Karime would allow me to tattoo their bodies was a privilege, and 

while it involved higher stakes than did work on my own body, it was still a comparatively 

low-stakes activity. They were extensively tattooed and not bothered by small mistakes.  
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The body’s markability doesn’t, however, render a tattooer free of anxiety or 

dread in the case they’ve done something to a person’s body they’d rather not have 

done. My discussion of making a mistake in chapter two supports this claim, as I blew a 

bunch of lines on a person with dozens of tattoos—and yet continue to experience dread 

over it. Like all lessons in tattooing, I had to grow into an awareness of the nuanced 

quality of markability and its related ethical conditions over time.  

 

Growing into An Ethic of Refusal  
 

I began to embody the ethic of refusal and to understand the nuances of the 

body’s markability as I made a few mistakes. I grew wary of especially nervous clients, 

and those who asked for a couple of tattoos from an impulse of spontaneity. I had a 

client, for instance, who loved to make quick decisions about tattoos that, in hindsight, I 

shouldn’t have given him. It was upon his chest that I placed the three cherubs with 

machine guns from chapter three.  

We were tattooing his hands on a rainy day and everything seemed fine. But he 

began regretting some of the work later on and he wrote me a series of texts with images 

of his recently-tattooed hands. He’d taken a picture and put large, bold X’s across the 

tattoos. “You’re going to kill me,” he wrote, “And this obvi has nothing to do with you but 

I’m looking at my hand still and it’s just lacking something.” He added, “Are you willing 

and ready to try your first cover up??”  

As simple as it may seem, my heart raced upon seeing these images and words. I 

felt terrible. My stomach knotted and I experienced a profound feeling of regret. I wrote 

in my fieldnotes, “What was I thinking? I knew we should’ve stopped.” I recalled tattooing 

barbed wire across his hand and thinking I should’ve had him wait a day. He wrote later, 

“The unfortunate thing is sometimes I think I’ll like something and then I don’t,” and 

signed off, “But I still love you and you’re fuckin awesome.” 

I wrote in my fieldnotes, “I imagine a bartender stressing that they’d poured 

someone a drink before they got in an accident on the way home. That person asked for 

the drink, paid for it, didn’t seem drunk and, well, that’s my job anyway, right? I only 
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poured the drink. I didn’t force him to do anything, right?!” I eventually imposed 

restrictions on this particular client’s decision-making process, like “No impromptu 

tattoos” and I’d have him spend minutes looking in the mirror before we began. I never 

felt totally off the hook, as much as I’d try to remember he was in charge of his own 

life. My restrictions upon him were, after all, much to do with me.  

 One tattooer of nearly 20 years told me it took them “about 10 years” to fully 

understand what their ethical responsibility was toward clients. They began refusing 

certain projects after doing them for nearly a decade, most of which included work that 

would either not heal well or would negatively impact the client’s life. Another tattooer 

with less than four years of experience told me they had “come around to the wisdom” of 

being careful about the tattoos they did after doing many they now regret having done.  

Like many of the tattooers I spoke with, I learned of the ethical implications 

surrounding what I did as I went along. I had great help from Matt in this regard, but I also 

learned through trial and error—by experiencing how heavy it can feel to do a tattoo I 

didn’t fully agree with. Tattooers might come to appreciate the ethic of refusal through 

direct experience with moments of regret. These moments might motivate them to 

uphold the ethic of refusal even if they know they might face challenging interactions 

with clients in doing so.  

Tattooers are more likely to experience moments of tension if they refuse a 

client’s request, as it’s not always easy to refuse or reframe a person’s ideas on the basis 

of what you imagine their future to be. Disagreements can emerge from this process and 

be challenging in part due to the political significance of bodily autonomy: telling 

someone they can’t do something to their body is a hard sell. It’s hard even when you 

specify that what you’re actually telling them is that you don’t have to do something to 

their body just because they ask you to.  

 

Tension in the Refusal 
 

The online magazine Jezebel published an article in 2015 by Jane Marie titled, 

“Don’t Tell Me I Can’t Get A Fucking Neck Tattoo.” In it, Marie describes an interaction 
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which helps reveal how tension might arise while a tattooer works to employ and explain 

the ethic of refusal. 

Marie had few visible tattoos when she walked into the popular “New York 

Adorned” tattoo shop with a friend. She hoped to get the name of her kid tattooed on her 

neck in small cursive text. She writes that the guy working the counter told her, “I’m not 

sure they’ll let you get a neck tattoo” (emphasis in original). “Let me!” Marie responds 

while waiting for Dan Blythewood—her would be tattooer—in a state of surprise 

regarding the language and treatment of her tattoo experience. She assures the reader 

that she had been denied the same piece at another shop but explains this “was some 

next level shit.”  

Blythewood proposed to tuck the name behind Marie’s ear. Marie quotes him 

saying, “A neck tattoo on someone without a lot of tattoos is like lighting a birthday 

candle on an unbaked cake.” By suggesting she was “like an unbaked cake,” Marie 

concluded that Blythewood saw her as “a feeble-minded, hysterical girl.” She asked him 

to explain whether he would say the same thing to a man, and he said, “Yes.” She left 

with, “Are you fucking kidding me? I’m not going to give you money […] let alone have 

you touch me or put art on my body!”  

The Jezebel piece gained enough attention to inspire Blythewood (2015) and the 

owner of the shop, Lori Leven (2015) to respond publicly. Blythewood suggests Marie did 

a “disservice to true feminism” while suggesting his refusal was sourced not in misogyny 

but in ethics: “I long ago drew an ethical line in the sand for myself as a professional 

tattooer to turn down ‘job stoppers’ on those who are not already committed to living as 

a heavily tattooed person.” Leven, the shop owner, explains, “Remember! It is a 

permanent change to your appearance,” and that tattooers work “as professionals.” She 

suggests their “advice has your best interest at heart.” Like many tattooers, both Dan and 

Leven reflect an adherence to an ethic of refusal.  

Back at Premium, Matt and I did something similar with a walk-in client, although 

we didn’t face the fallout of Marie and Blythewood. The client requested one of us tattoo 

the name of his dog on his hand, with the date of the dog’s death underneath the name. 
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It was a rainy day and the client, a 20-something white guy with long brown hair, peered 

at us through puffy eyes. He seemed in a depressive state, asking for the piece in a near 

whisper and with slouched shoulders. His face had some fresh scabs on it, patches and 

streaks across his cheeks, nose, and around his mouth. He looked like he had just been bit 

by a very large dog.  

Matt and I stood shoulder to shoulder and had agreed, without a word between 

us, to try and get this kid to move that hand tattoo. We’d done something similar before 

and in this way acted as a “team.” Goffman (1959) suggests a team to be “any set of 

individuals who co-operate in staging a single routine” (79). Our routine in this case was 

guided by an ethic associated with our work and accomplished on the basis of our shared 

approach to this ethic. It was also facilitated by our having done similar things before and 

around one another—we drew from a pool of resources which we had both embodied 

over time.  

Matt put on an empathetic tone, “I’d love to get you this tattoo, and I’m 

wondering if there isn’t a better placement.” I chimed in, “You know, I love the way text 

looks stacked-up on the inner wrist.” Matt asked the client to turn his arm palm up before 

describing how the shape works well in the area.  

That was our pitch, an offer to put the tattoo someplace else, although our motive 

was indeed disguised. We didn’t come out and tell him he was an unbaked cake, even as 

this was a similar thing to do, but rather suggested the tattoo go someplace else on the 

basis of an aesthetic preference.  

The client agreed to our suggestion without hesitation, as though the tattoo 

would be the same for him whether it landed on the top of his hand or on the inside of 

his wrist. Matt did the piece and it went off without a hitch. Our situation went smoothly 

in part because Matt and I had the time to match our client’s emotional experience. We 

were good working as a team and it probably helped the client to see that I, another 

tattooer, was in agreement.  

Importantly, however, the group of us also shared many things in common and 

not the least of which was our each being understood as straight white men in the world. 
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The effort of Matt and I couldn’t readily be read by our client as just another instance in a 

series of oppressive moments against people like him. The general source of our 

suggesting the new placement could more unquestionably stand as grounded within an 

aesthetic preference, even if the aesthetic preference obscured our ethical motivations.  

Each situation between tattooer and client will be different, but there’s something 

here which exists beyond the interpersonal experience and maps, rather, onto a broader 

social, ethical, phenomena rooted in the conditions of tattooing and the sedimentation of 

habitual social action.  

The ethic of refusal involves the ethics of practice and helps condition the degree 

of autonomy granted to tattooers and their clients. By refusing to give Marie the neck 

tattoo she’d asked for, for instance, did Blythewood forbid Jane from making a choice 

about her body? Or did Marie try to forbid Blythewood the capacity to make decisions 

about his work? From the tattooer’s position, there is autonomy in the refusal.  

 

Autonomy in the Refusal 
 

Interactions which involve the kind of deliberation between tattooers and clients 

I’ve described offer an opportunity to find and question the boundaries of autonomy in 

tattoo labor. It also opens space to understand how these boundaries are sensed. By 

obligation, I mean the degree to which any tattooer may owe their clients something. By 

autonomy, I mean the capacity for tattooers to determine the conditions of their working 

lives. It’s opposite, heteronomy would suggest they have an inability to control what they 

do. I suggest these conditions to be sensed to explain how tattooers can feel degrees of 

obligation and autonomy.  

Sociologists who study autonomy among professionals (i.e., Eyal 2006) suggest 

professionals face a dilemma that maps onto the experience of tattooers. Tattooers 

depend on clients and as such, are placed within a situation where those who consume 

their work may be able to control the work. This is a dilemma for tattooers wanting to 

avoid heteronomy. 
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Contemporary tattooers in the US are implicated in a form of dependence 

because they directly rely on their clients for work. This means they must, to some 

degree, cater to the desires of a consuming audience. But it’s not as though the tattooer 

is beholden to the client in total. A tattooer told me, “It's not a customer's-always-right 

situation.” Tattooers and their clients reside in a space of collaboration which can put the 

potential for autonomy and heteronomy in contest. Matt described tattooing as a “two-

player art,” underlining the necessity of collaboration between tattooer and client.  

Regardless of the kind of tattooer they aspire to be in terms of their ethical 

conduct, some tattooers have far more autonomy than others. Tattooers who work in or 

own upscale shops and private studios have more autonomy than those with an 

inconsistent clientele based out of walk-in heavy street shops. Those in the upper reaches 

of the tattoo world typically have signature tattoo styles and they work on appointment-

only basis. They don’t encounter people requesting a dead dog’s name on the hand.  

Some tattooers don’t have to refuse work because they weed-out projects they 

might refuse through a dedication to an exclusive style, a lengthy wait list, and a hefty 

price.  

I met a tattooer, for instance, who does a very particular style and works on big 

areas of the body. She’s “booked out” more than six months, meaning a client would 

have to wait more than six months to get a piece. She charges $300 per hour and each 

piece takes several hours. Her clients often tip 20%.  She does two of these a day, five 

days a week. I added it up in my head as we spoke and, considering she had a 60/40 

“split” with the shop, she regularly made more than one thousand dollars a day.  

I met a tattooer who is booked out a year and charges $500 per hour, and another 

who only tattoos “about once a week.” That one refused to tell me how much they 

charge and instead described, “I’m thinking about capping the price because sometimes it 

just gets too high. I could do $1,000 per tattoo and just keep it simple.” These folks are 

definitely not deliberating whether or not to tattoo “Heartbreaker” on someone’s face for 

$100.  
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 It’s really in the street shop like Premium that such moments of deliberation 

between tattooers and their clients occur. That is, it’s in the street shop that such ethical 

encounters might happen more often. Tattooers in street shops face a clientele more 

likely to make quick decisions. This is partly because clients don’t have to wait around for 

a few months and because they are paying a lot less for the piece. Street shop tattooers 

are more obligated (read reliant) on random client requests than are those who work in 

the private studio.  

But those working in street shops often embrace a more working-class craft 

orientation toward their work than do those in private studios (see chapter one) and as 

such pride themselves in fulfilling a wide variety of client requests. They value a range of 

skill over the intellectualized, aesthetic specialization you may find in private studios (see 

Kosut 2014). This meant I encountered something which felt confusing: street shop 

tattooers celebrate autonomy and in the same breath deride those in the private studios 

who seemed to have most of it. They seemed, at least to me, to sense a much higher 

degree of autonomy than they had, predicated on a way of thinking which applied value 

to walk-in client satisfaction.   

Pauly was a real street shop tattooer. Although he had a stylistic preference, his 

ultimate goal in tattooing was to do well whatever walked through the door. He wanted 

to be what some call a “walk-in-wizard” and would, after a few drinks, dig into me about 

what he saw as my being a “prima donna.” He had this theory that I only wanted to do my 

tattoo designs on my clients rather than develop a range of skills. He might have been 

mostly right, but I always found it all ironic: that I would not gain the status of being a real 

tattooer if I got to tattoo the things that most excited me. Not to mention that his theory 

was just not true, as I did seek to develop a breadth of skill. But of course, I tried my 

damndest to create a signature style and to foster a selective clientele. It was, as I saw it, 

the surest road toward autonomy.  

But Pauly’s sense of freedom in staying beholden to others makes sense from 

within the more craft-oriented approach to tattoo labor. Freedom here was found in a 

range of ability—of being free to do whatever walks in the door. Restraint, from this craft 



 

 136 

position, was found in the specialist—that intellectualized, artsy stuff. This is to say that a 

person’s sense of their own autonomy is conditioned by how they understand their role 

in relation to the conditions of their work and its recipient.  

It’s also the case that straight white guys who tattoo likely have more autonomy, 

at least more of a sense of autonomy, than do their non-white, gender non-conforming, 

non-straight counterparts regardless of where they work. These men can be more 

assured, for instance, that their refusal of a particular project may be read as aligned with 

an ethic of refusal rather than, say, evidence of their lack of skill or willingness to work.  

Some women I spoke with told me they accepted work they didn’t want. They did 

this to avoid appearing weak, unmotivated, or untalented. They often assured me, too, 

that things have changed in places like the Bay Area. The women and queer folks I met 

had a ton of work. An increased acceptance and visibility of women, queer folks, and 

people of color in tattooing gives them more autonomy, as does the fact that they can 

more easily open their own shops and take charge of their own booking 

practices. Perhaps changes in the tattoo world can help those marginalized in it gain 

autonomy in their work.  

Regardless of whether they tattoo in the private studio or street shop, people 

come to embody the ethics of tattooing as they do it—which suggests the ethics can 

change in response to shifts in other elements of tattoo labor. For instance, as the 

tattooed body garners less stigma and as the pool of clientele changes, the ethic of 

refusal may change along with it. I could read the results of such a shift across Matt’s 

weary expression when young people walked in asking for face tattoos. Matt began 

tattooing in the 1990’s and is continually blown away by the fact that many people now 

get highly visible work.   

Matt and other veteran tattooers have to alter their understanding of the ethics 

involved to fit the times: so that their stance might remain reflective of a broader set of 

conditions associated with what it means and what it takes to tattoo. Matt adjusted to 

some extent and did so by engaging with people asking for tattoos—altering his ethical 

stance to some degree as he encountered his daily work. He gained an opportunity to 
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catch-up with the youth each time some young person came to him with the request, 

which was often. 

 Matt, in his nighttime mood, would talk as though he gained spirit from the young 

clients he got to tattoo. “I stay young because I deal with the youth, deal with their blood, 

passion, and pain. I’m vampiric in that sense, thriving on them.” He told me once and 

through red eyes, “I need them and I need you, my dude. That’s what it’s all about,” Matt 

said, “People, man, it’s about people. This whole thing is about people.” He’d go on his 

blood and lighting trip, expounding the great potential of what we did together in his 

small, sturdy shop.  

Tattooing wouldn’t happen without people, and not only the actual doing of 

tattoos, but the array of experiences had in the shop environment. Premium was itself a 

thing to enjoy, critique, and otherwise be a part of—as the people within it shaped the 

physical environment, each other, and themselves as they interacted on a daily basis. The 

centrality of this interaction in the lives of those involved never seemed so visible as it did 

when we closed our doors during the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic. The tattooing stopped 

and the music stopped, too. 
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Conclusion  
 

I’d watch Matt dive into a project knowing he’d done so thousands of times. I 

would look toward him and wonder if he would do something other than tattooing if 

given the chance. I’d wonder if tattooing was as good to him as it often was to me—or if it 

hadn’t become a total drag over time. I’d watch him wipe the blood, plasma, and ink 

away from a clean tattoo and would find comfort in his smile. His aching back would go 

unnoticed as he’d rise with youthful enthusiasm. It was at the end of those days that he’d 

later look into my eyes: “Blood and lightning, my dude. Blood and lighting!” 

It would be a matter of time before I began to appreciate what had happened to 

Matt over the 29 years he spent doing tattoos—before I could nod my head in authentic 

agreement with the spirit of epic adventure that animated his blood and lightning talk. 

Those first two years were but a very brief dive into the long-game that is becoming and 

staying a tattooer.  

In this dissertation, I explain the embodied production of tattooers, or how the 

process of becoming a tattooer can change a person’s experience of having and 

using/being a body. It’s likely I would’ve failed to see the importance of embodied labor 

had I not become a tattooer myself. This is because it’s from within the experiences 

tattooers have with the demands of their labor that we can understand and explain their 

lives.  

I use auto-ethnographic description to tell a sociological story about how the 

active and repetitive doing of tattoo labor can alter a person’s physical, mental, 

emotional, and moral life. This sociological story contributes to a broader conversation 

among scholars of body work and body labor in three respects: (1) It theorizes the 

temporalities of body labor; (2) It explores a masculine and masculinizing form of body 

labor; (3) It offers a pragmatist explanation of embodiment in relation to labor.  

My work also contributes to a broader conversation among scholars of tattooing 

and tattooers, primarily through my explanation of the embodied production of tattooers 

as developed from within the experience of becoming a tattooer. This story is important 
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because it lends texture to social experience rife with problematics of interest to social 

scientists and to a broader consuming public. It’s also important because it details the 

lived experiences of workers who dwell within a growing world of sociocultural and 

economic production rife with the potential for inequalities.  

And it’s not just a sociological story. Tattooing altered my life—my body and my 

experience of it. The effects of this alteration became less noticeable the more 

thoroughly it occurred. That is, I could increasingly approach other people with a 

common-sense recognition of what tattooing their bodies would require of mine. I could 

more automatically sense and navigate the intimate, bodily encounters I had with clients 

and touch right while pulling lines across their skin. I could more quickly feel the weight of 

my torso against the chair and more automatically recognize my emotional state –such 

that I could mostly project a calm confidence in the face of a daunting task.  

This isn’t to say that I’d become a good tattooer, but it is to say that I was 

beginning to truly embody what it meant and what it took to tattoo the other people. I’d 

spent my first two years with Matt inspired and often haunted by tattoos. I’d been his 

apprentice and I had been rightly scared while approaching my first projects in light of 

their permanence. I found poignant wisdom in that fear upon having made real-life 

mistakes and I had been inspired by the many people I met along the way.  

 I cherish the chance to have met roughly 50 tattooers who shared with me details 

about their personal lives. They and I spoke at length about the traditional 

apprenticeship, the appropriate ways to touch bodies, and the centrality of race in 

technical conversations over skin tone. They and I continued to question whether 

tattooers should be giving young people tattoos on their hands, necks, and faces and we 

shared among one another our biggest successes and failures. Those two years brought 

me into a new way of experiencing my own life, but I had really just begun.   

As much as I was produced as a tattooer, I remain baffled by the complexity of 

tattooing. And while I began to more-automatically approach my tattoo labor, my coming 

to embody what it meant and what it took to tattoo didn’t strip it of its magic. I was 
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continually blown away by tattooing done-well, and even in its most basic form. Matt 

might carry responsibility for this enduring sense of wonder in me.  

Matt knew that we in the shop worked to put on a show. Being someone who 

loved to talk fashion, architecture, and ancient warfare, he’d grab my attention with 

conversation on glamour. He echoed Mears (2011) who explains that glamour, “after all, 

has its roots in medieval Celtic alchemy. Glamer is a spell, a magic charm.” She adds it is 

“cast to blur the eyes and make objects appear different from, and usually better than, 

their true nature” (5). While Matt recognized our effort to impart a glamour spell upon 

our clients, he interacted with tattooing as though it had its very own spell cast upon us.  

That tattooing was still mysterious and unnervingly exciting for Matt made it all 

the more so for me. As silly as it might seem to an outsider, I’d look to a tattooer working 

with an expert, confident touch and feel a genuine sense of awe. I wondered what it must 

feel like to do something so difficult with what seemed to be so much ease.  

 

Unmoored: A Covid 19-Story 
 

I continued tattooing beyond the two years described in this dissertation. Much 

about my experience had changed during the COVID-19 pandemic. We stopped abruptly 

in March 2020, closing our doors the day after a bustling Friday the 13th event.  

It wasn’t until I stopped tattooing that I began to appreciate what had happened 

to me—or rather how my experience of having and using a body had been altered in 

response to the process of becoming a tattooer. I began to notice how much I’d come to 

embody tattooing and, in this awareness, began to wonder just what was happening to 

Matt. That’s because Matt had spent his daily life working inside the 750 square feet that 

is Premium Tattoo for 12 years. He’d been tattooing for 29 years. I reached out to the 

many tattooers I met in those first two years and found myself talking with people who 

were in many respects like me—unmoored and unsure.  

A major difference, though, between me and many other tattooers was that I still 

had work. I was a graduate student and a community college teacher, after all, and this 

meant I had income, healthcare, and a ton of things to keep me busy. I had what Matt 



 

 141 

would often call “another thing” and something he even described as a “sure thing.” His 

spouse was in school at the time and he expressed appreciation for her venture in 

conversation. We would stand six feet apart speaking through homemade masks. He 

helped his kids with school during the day and drank in the garage while playing 

Dungeons & Dragons over Zoom in the night.  

He and I met up occasionally during the pandemic, and it always felt as though 

we’d seen each other just the day before. We’d re-hash old times and try to plan for an 

unpredictable future while standing in his suburban driveway. Matt seemed slightly out of 

place—we weren’t in the shop and the music wasn’t playing. He brought this to my 

attention directly, explaining how he didn’t totally feel like himself when he wasn’t in the 

shop. The pandemic forced him into a new regime of activity, and in this way nudged him 

away from the predictable, embodied existence he had habitualized. He seemed plucked 

from his own life, even has he was loving time with his kids.  

I too, it turned out, felt as though I’d been pulled from one experience and placed 

into another. When state and country mandates allowed, I got back into tattooing but 

was now wearing a mask and implementing an even more rigorous safety regime. We at 

Premium weren’t allowing more than two tattooers and two clients in the shop at any 

time. We limited our interactions even as we longed to linger. The days of hanging out, of 

jumping into exciting walk-in projects, and of fidgeting through the doldrums of slow time 

were gone.  

There was no more standing around watching Pauly try to tattoo pendeja within 

someone’s lip. There were no more Dungeons & Dragons, and no more blood and 

lightning talk. I yearned for the old times, and especially for the moments when Matt 

would walk me through a challenging tattoo or when he’d help me re-work a design. I 

missed our time critiquing photos in the fading sunlight on the shop’s back patio.  

His enthusiasm for the very basics of tattooing—those unbearably challenging 

basics—would seep into my experience. He made tattooing fun while offering me a sense 

that I belonged to something important. My loss of the shop during that year inspired 

within me a feeling of loss in a more general sense. I’d only been at it two years, and yet I 
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felt unmoored. I turned toward my academic work but was unsure as to whether I could 

ever fully leave tattooing or the shop. I wasn’t done with tattooing.  

 

An Unleavable Field? 
 

 Ethnographers often end their stories with brief descriptions of their experience 

“leaving the field.” They describe exiting their ethnographic social world and they use this 

description for good story telling and for a last-minute reminder of their argument. Mears 

(2011: 249-261), for instance, left the field upon being dismissed from her modeling 

agency. Her description grants closure to the reader while it furthers one of her 

arguments, that fashion models experience an ongoing expectation that their big 

opportunity might be right around the corner. But researchers like Mears, and perhaps 

like I, have the tendency to spend more time describing the process of getting in than 

they do getting out. 

Iverson (2009) frames this tendency as a surprising problem among ethnographers 

who have otherwise developed robust forms of research and writing. Desmond (2007: 

283-5) helps explain this problem by suggesting ethnographers have historically 

approached “the field” as a strange world. This approach reflects how researchers have 

thought about their work as much as it reflects a history of anthropological study. 

Anthropological studies have, Desmond argues, been done by men who’ve gone to 

distant lands and described distant peoples (i.e., Malinowski 1922; Geertz 1973). Getting 

in among people in a world unfamiliar involves challenges which, among many other 

things, prompted researchers to write about the process extensively. 

But many ethnographers now work from home, or at least they approach things 

much closer to home and as such have a different relationship with “the field.” They 

make strange the people and worlds already meaningfully associated with their own lives. 

Mears (2011) and Desmond (2007), for instance, study the people of their own language, 

nation, background, and aesthetic taste. Moreover, Mears was a fashion model before 

she studied fashion modeling and Desmond was a wildland firefighter before he studied 

wildland firefighting. Desmond (2007) had previously worked with those he later studied, 
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such that they knew him as “primarily a firefighter and secondarily an ethnographer” 

(284). Both Mears and Desmond had, among other things, embodied what the field 

required of them before getting-in.  

But even as ethnographers are often studying closer to home, they spend more 

time writing about getting-in than they do getting-out (Iverson 2009). This is curious 

partly because the process of getting-out can involve considerable and unique challenges 

for the home-based ethnographer—for the person who might continue living around the 

people and spaces of “the field.” This is a far different situation than that faced by 

classical anthropologists. Geertz (1973), for instance, couldn’t revisit the field unless he 

flew to Bali.  

My project involves more of a middle-ground scenario in that I was of a similar 

enough world as those in my “field” of tattoo production that I could operate within it 

without disrupting it too much. As I’ve mentioned, my ability to do so was due to my 

having grown up as a white, straight, cisgender working-class kid in Bakersfield, California. 

I also got-in with Matt partly because I’d been paying him to tattoo me for years before I 

ever approached him as a researcher. I had no clue, however, how to tattoo and was in 

this regard less directly connected to the field’s operating necessities than were Mears 

(2011) and Desmond (2007).  

But this idea of leaving the field proves complicated in part because I didn’t leave. 

It was near the time of this dissertation’s completion, in fact, that I became more 

embedded in the tattoo world than ever before. Just three days before the submission of 

my second draft, for instance, the owner of a new and highly reputable shop contacted 

me to see if I might want to “come see the space,” which I knew was the first step of an 

invitation to join her shop. I paid her a visit and found myself once again imagining my life 

as a tattooer, and not as a teacher-researcher-writer-tattooer.  

I was immensely flattered and torn, wondering how I’d ever tell Matt and 

wondering how I’d ever have enough time in my life to pursue tattooing the way I actually 

wanted to. I was in this way experiencing a world like Mears (2011)—one where the next 

opportunity seemed waiting. In my case it was not only the chance to go work for a new 
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shop, but also the chance to do my next set of tattoos. I shared this with the kind shop 

owner, and she suggested I could do a guest spot some time, or work in the shop for a 

few days. I didn’t go for it, though, because Premium and Matt had become a home for 

me. I continued to tattoo at Premium.  

Iverson (2009) suggests some of the very benefits of ethnographic research, it’s 

“intensivity, extensivity and relational embeddedness,” account for some of its most 

difficult challenges and among those being the process of getting-out (14). I had become 

meaningfully tethered to the lives of other people in tattooing and had grown to love its 

associated rhythms. And of course, there was Matt—I wasn’t sure I’d ever feel as though I 

could repay him for the years he’d spent teaching me to become a tattooer.  

Beyond the interpersonal challenges of getting-out, the process of exiting the field 

in a deeply embodied ethnographic project such as mine proves challenging because the 

field extends into the realm of my own body. I will carry “the field” upon my skin and until 

my death, as it was tattooed extensively on me throughout my experience among 

tattooers. And as I came to embody what it meant and what it took to tattoo over time, I 

carry with me a set of bodily practices, forms of attention, bodily awareness, and modes 

of evaluative judgement that I only hope I won’t lose over time.  

My research suggests that tattooers gain skill as they encounter problems, and my 

hope is that this means that tattooing is, as one tattooer told me, “like riding a bike” in 

that it will always come naturally to the person who had once learned to do it. I’d like to 

think that my being produced as a tattooer secures my position in a rather unleavable 

field—one that I, Matt, Pauly, Kyle, Karime and thousands of other tattooers have grown 

to share in the attempt to keep our shit together while tattooing the squirming live 

bodies of other people for money.  

But even if I quit tattooing for good, I’ll cherish and remember the warm summer 

evenings at Premium. Standing on the back patio with Thin Lizzy blasting and with Matt 

looking over as if to say: “Blood and Lighting, my dude. Blood and fucking Lightning.” 
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