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Original Article
Abstract

Background and aim: Tattooing has become widespread across various social groups, and displaying tattoos in public
has become common. Tattoo is perceived with heightened sensitivity, particularly in contexts characterized by a blend
of traditional and modern elements. Shiraz, as Iran’s third religious capital, provides an ideal setting for studying tattoo.
Thus, this research aims to study tattooing in the social context of Shiraz to gain insight into the lives of tattooed people
to provide a comprehensive picture of this phenomenon.

Data and method: This study employed a qualitative approach based on Grounded Theory. Seventeen tattooed
individuals were selected through purposive sampling. Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews
and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding.

Findings: Data coding led to the identification of six categories. Physical-psychological benefits, and aesthetic
sensibilities, constitute the causal conditions for tattooing. Tolerance serves as the contextual condition. Significant
others act as the intervening condition. Struggle and argumentation are the strategies employed by participants
regarding tattoos. Finally, contradictory outcomes represent the consequences of tattoo.

Conclusion: The findings gave rise to a core: Tattooing as a tool for identity and resistance. Within the social context of
Shiraz—a metropolis characterized by a dual identity—individuals draw on the structures of metropolitan life to assert
themselves and engage in self-repair, deriving a sense of empowerment from their tattoos. However, because of the
city’s traditional fabric, they simultaneously encounter numerous social restrictions when dealing with institutional
structures and official discourses, thereby experiencing this contradiction more intensely.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

A tattoo involves the intentional or unintentional retention of pigment beneath the skin, resulting in
symbols, text, or images that are permanently marked on the body. Although tattooing has existed
throughout history for purposes such as tribal identification, status display, aesthetics, medical
treatment, and religious ritual, it has become widespread in contemporary society. Precise statistics
on the prevalence of tattooing in Iran are unavailable, but some studies indicate that the tattoo is on
the rise. Regardless of the underlying motivation, tattooing entails various consequences and
implications. Beyond potential health risks—such as viral infections, skin reactions, and increased
susceptibility to infection—tattooing is often associated with deviance, criminal culture, and
delinquent subcultures. Nevertheless, it also serves certain social functions. Its growing prevalence
across diverse social groups, its visibility in public spaces, and its multifaceted consequences have
made tattooing a social problem in Iran. Shiraz presents a unique case in this regard: on the one
hand, it is a major religious center in Iran; on the other, it is a modern metropolis. Its urban structure
and cultural diversity encourage tattooing among various social groups, yet its religious character
likely creates some tension with this practice. Consequently, Shiraz is an ideal setting for the study
of tattooing. Accordingly, this research employs an interpretive approach and an insider perspective
to examine tattooing within the social context of Shiraz. By gaining insight into the lived
experiences of tattooed individuals, the study aims to provide a clearer understanding of this social
issue.

Methods and Data

This study employed a qualitative methodology based on grounded theory. The participants were
individuals with tattoos. Purposive sampling was used to recruit individuals who displayed visible
tattoos in public spaces across various parts of the city. Participants were asked to choose the time
and location of the interviews; consequently, the interviews were conducted in parks, coffee shops,
gyms, and at the participants’ or researchers’ workplaces. The interviews lasted between 45 and 80
minutes on average, and participants were informed that they could terminate the interview at any
time if they felt fatigued or no longer wished to continue. Sampling and data collection continued
until theoretical saturation was reached; interviews were concluded when it became apparent that
participants were no longer contributing new insights to the data. In total, 17 individuals (including
10 males and 7 females) were approached and took part in in-depth, semi-structured interviews
between Sep 2025 and Dec 2025. All interviews were recorded, with prior notification and
participant consent, and subsequently transcribed in full. The collected data were analyzed through
open, axial, and selective coding, leading to the development of the study’s paradigmatic model.
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Findings

After the interviews were completed and transcribed, the data analysis and coding process was
carried out. Initially, codes were identified directly from the interview transcripts. Subsequently,
these codes were grouped into concepts based on shared characteristics. In the next stage, the
concepts were organized into categories according to their commonalities. This coding process
resulted in the identification of seven categories: physical and psychological utility and aesthetic
sensibility as the causal conditions for tattooing; tolerance as the contextual condition; significant
others as the intervening condition; struggle and argumentation as the strategies employed by the
actors in tattooing; and, finally, a contradictory outcome as the consequence of getting a tattoo.

Conclusion and Discussion

Data analysis led to the emergence of a core theme: tattooing as a tool for identity and resistance.
Tattooing originates from physical, psychological, and aesthetic needs; it is reinforced or
constrained by significant others, the media, and social processes; it is moderated by the approval of
family and friends; and it is shaped through struggle and argumentation. Ultimately, however, it
results in a contradictory outcome in which individual empowerment and social constraint coexist.
Within the social context of Shiraz — a city characterized by a dual identity of tradition, as a
religious capital, and modernity — the tattoo serves as a unique instrument for negotiating meaning.
On the one hand, drawing on the structures of metropolitan modernity, individuals use tattoos for
self-expression and self-repair, deriving a sense of empowerment from them. On the other hand,
because of the city’s official traditional-religious fabric, individuals face numerous social
constraints when confronting institutional structures and official discourse, and they experience this
contradiction more acutely. In Shiraz, tattooing represents a local narrative of contradiction and
transition. There is a tension between the body as a site of personal storytelling, rooted in a quest for
novelty, and the body as a site of social control. Amid these contradictions, signs of a discursive
shift are evident, such as the gradual normalization of tattoos in urban public spaces, which
resonates with the lifeworld of the younger generation.
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