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Abstract

Within the framework of the sociology of the body, tattoos represent a distinc-
tive manifestation of the interaction between the individual and society. The
main objective of this study is to understand the experiences, attitudes, and
motivations of women and men in relation to tattooing. This research adopts
a qualitative methodology and is grounded in the grounded theory approach.
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 27 women and
25 men in Mashhad who had tattoos on their bodies. The findings indicate
that tattooing emerges within a complex, multidimensional social process.
The causal conditions include the gendered representation of pain and hope
on the body, the influence of close reference groups, gendered identification
with media tattoo models, aesthetic perceptions of the body, and the desire
to escape everyday monotony. Gendered binaries in initial encounters with
tattoos, intergenerational and network-based transmission of tattooing, and the
redefinition of the social status of tattoos function as contextual conditions
influencing tattoo practices. In addition, gendered patterns in occupational pol-
icies, gendered choices regarding tattoo visibility, and gender differences in
tattoo placement emerged as intervening conditions in this process. Ultimate-
ly, tattooing led to outcomes such as the expansion of social ties, pleasure and
satisfaction with the body, reconstruction of body image, increased self-confi-
dence, the continuity of tattooing practices, and encounters with social and in-
stitutional constraints. Overall, the core category of the study was “re-meaning
the body,” suggesting that for participants, tattooing is not merely an aesthetic
modification but a social practice through which the body, identity, and lived
experience are redefined within the context of contemporary Iranian society.

Keywords: Tattooing; Gender Differences, Re-meaning the Body, Identity
Formation, Media Influence, Social Interaction.

Social Problems of Iran, Vol. 17, No. 2, Summer 2026
d Received: 26/02/2026  Accepted: 13/05/2026  Pages 261-305

2476~695X© The Author(s). Published by Kharazmi University ISSN: 2476-6933


https://orcid.org/0009-0000-9754-6066
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6236-9573

Social Problems of Iran, 17(2), Summer 2026

Kharazmi University
—

Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Tattooing has increasingly become a visible form of bodily modification in contemporary Irani-
an society. Although historically associated with marginality, delinquency, and social deviance,
tattooing has gradually acquired new meanings among younger generations and has increasingly
been associated with bodily aesthetics, identity expression, individuality, and self-definition.
From the perspective of the sociology of the body, this transformation is significant because the
body is not merely a biological entity or a passive surface upon which social meanings are im-
posed. Rather, it constitutes a social and symbolic medium through which individuals negotiate
identity, communicate experiences and respond to social expectations. Existing studies have ex-
amined tattooing in relation to prevalence, motivations, body image, lifestyle, media influence,
and social acceptance. However, much of this research has adopted quantitative approaches and
has consequently paid less attention to the lived experiences and meaning-making processes
through which individuals come to tattoo their bodies. Moreover, women and men have fre-
quently been examined as a relatively homogeneous population, leaving gendered differences
in the meanings, motivations, practices, and consequences of tattooing insufficiently explored.
This gap is particularly important in the Iranian context, where changing cultural representations
of tattooing coexist with continuing family, occupational, social, and institutional restrictions.
Accordingly, the present study aimed to understand the social process of tattooing among wom-
enand men in Mashhad and to explain how tattooing functions as a practice through which indi-
viduals redefine the meaning of their bodies, identities, and lived experiences.

2.Methodology

This study employed a qualitative methodology based on the systematic grounded theory ap-
proach of Strauss and Corbin. The research participants were 52 tattooed individuals in Mashhad,
comprising 27 women and 25 men. Participants were selected through snowball sampling, and
data were collected through semi-structured interviews. The interviews explored participants’
first encounters with tattooing, motivations for tattooing, meanings attributed to tattoo designs,
influences of family, friends, peers and media, choices concerning the location and visibility of
tattoos, and perceived consequences of tattooing. Data collection and analysis were conduct-
ed simultaneously. The interviews were transcribed and systematically analyzed through open,
axial, and selective coding. MAXQDA 2018 was used to organize and manage the qualitative
data. Through continuous comparison of participants’” accounts, concepts and categories were
developed and subsequently integrated into a grounded theoretical model. Particular attention
was given to gender differences and similarities throughout the analytical process. The final the-
oretical interpretation emerged from the relationships established among causal, contextual, and
intervening conditions, the actions and interactions associated with tattooing, and its perceived
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consequences. The analysis ultimately identified “re-meaning the body” as the core category
explaining the central process underlying participants’ experiences of tattooing.

3.Findings

The findings demonstrate that tattooing is a multidimensional social process produced through
the interaction of individual experiences and broader social and cultural conditions. The core
category, “re-signifying the body,” indicates that tattooing cannot be reduced to an aesthetic
modification of appearance. Rather, participants used the tattooed body to reconstruct personal
meanings, communicate identity, represent lived experiences, and negotiate their relationship
with others and with social expectations. The causal conditions underlying this process included
the gendered representation of pain and hope on the body, the influence of close reference groups,
gendered identification with tattooed media models, aesthetic perceptions of the body, and the
desire to escape everyday monotony. Women and men shared several motivations, but the sym-
bolic meanings attached to tattooing differed in important respects. Among women, tattoos were
more frequently associated with beauty, individuality, self-expression, hope, motivation, and
symbolic reclamation of bodily autonomy. Among men, tattooing more often represented pain,
resistance, strength, change, freedom, or the expression of difficult experiences.

Close social networks played a particularly important role in normalizing tattooing and trans—
forming it from an unfamiliar practice into an attainable form of bodily expression. Friends,
relatives, family members, and peers introduced participants to tattooing, encouraged them to
undertake it, or sometimes accompanied them during the process. Media and cultural models
also contributed to the normalization and symbolic transformation of tattooing. Exposure to tat—
tooed actors, singers, athletes, influencers, films, television programs, and social media provid-
ed participants with visual models through which tattoos could be associated with attractiveness,
identity, individuality, and social distinction.

The contextual conditions included gendered patterns in the first encounter with tattooing, inter—
generational and network-based transmission, and the changing social status of tattoos. Adoles—
cence constituted an important period of exposure for both genders, although the nature of this
exposure differed. Among men, first encounters were frequently associated with peers and male
social groups, whereas among women they were more closely connected with family experi-
ences, childhood exposure, body awareness, and aesthetic evaluations. These early encounters
did not necessarily directly cause tattooing but created a social context in which tattooing became
imaginable, acceptable, and potentially achievable. The findings further indicate a transforma-
tion in the cultural status of tattooing: an act that was previously associated with socially mar-
ginalized groups has increasingly become a normalized component of bodily aesthetics, identity
expression, and individual distinction among younger generations.

Intervening conditions shaped how motivations were transformed into specific tattoo practic-
es. These conditions included gendered occupational expectations, decisions concerning tattoo
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visibility, and gender differences in tattoo location and size. Participants strategically selected
visible or concealed locations according to family expectations, occupational requirements, and
social circumstances. Women more frequently considered concealment and aesthetic delicacy,
whereas men more often selected larger and more visible tattoos associated with strength, resis—
tance, or bodily display. Occupational context was particularly consequential for men working
in formal or governmental settings, where visible tattoos could create barriers to employment and
professional advancement. By contrast, participants working in informal, artistic, or indepen-
dent occupations generally experienced fewer restrictions. Tattooing also produced diverse con-
sequences. Participants reported expanded social relationships, increased pleasure and satisfac—
tion with their bodies, reconstruction of body image, greater self-confidence, hope, emotional
release, and greater willingness to continue tattooing. In some cases, tattoos became resources
for social and economic capital by facilitating interaction, attracting attention, or contributing
to professional activities. At the same time, participants encountered family opposition, social
stigma, occupational restrictions, and institutional controls. These experiences demonstrate that
tattooing can simultaneously generate agency and constraint, recognition and stigma, and bodily
satisfaction and social limitation.

4. Conclusion

The findings indicate that tattooing among women and men in contemporary Iranian society
is best understood as a socially embedded process of bodily meaning-making rather than as a
purely aesthetic or individual choice. Through tattooing, participants transform the body into a
medium for narrating lived experiences, expressing identity, pursuing beauty, communicating
emotions, negotiating gender expectations, and responding to social and cultural pressures. The
process of “re-signifying the body” emerges through the intersection of individual agency with
interpersonal relationships, media representations, cultural transformation, gender norms, oc-
cupational structures, and institutional regulation. Although women and men share several mo-
tivations and consequences, their experiences differ in the meanings they attach to tattooing and
in their strategies for visibility, location, and negotiation with social expectations. The study also
reveals a broader transformation in the social meaning of tattooing in Iran: while its association
with deviance and marginality has weakened among younger generations, family, occupational,
and institutional forms of control continue to regulate the tattooed body. Thus, tattooing consti-
tutes a significant site where contemporary Iranian individuals negotiate the relationship between
body, identity, society, and power. It demonstrates how the body can simultaneously be shaped
by social structures and become a medium through which individuals exercise agency and re-
construct the meanings of their lived experiences.

Keywords: Tattooing; Gender Differences; Re-meaning the Body; Identity Formation; Media
Influence; Social Interaction.
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