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ABSTRACT: Tattoo art, once considered a taboo in many parts of Malaysia, is increasingly being recognized as a form of personal 

expression and artistic appreciation. This paper explores the evolving perceptions of tattoos within Malaysian society, emphasizing 

the factors contributing to their growing acceptance. Historically, tattoos were often linked to indigenous rituals, gang affiliations, 

or negative stereotypes. However, globalization, exposure to different cultures, and the rise of social media have shifted these 

perceptions, fostering a more nuanced appreciation of tattoo artistry.  

Through interviews, surveys, and analysis of tattoo-related media content, this study investigates the diverse motivations 

behind Malaysians’ decisions to get tattoos, including self-expression, cultural identity, and aesthetic appeal. The findings suggest 

that while conservative views persist, particularly among older generations and certain religious communities, a significant portion 

of younger Malaysians view tattoos as a legitimate art form. This demographic shift is influenced by the increasing visibility of 

tattoo artists, both local and international, who highlight the skill and creativity involved in tattooing.  

Furthermore, the study discusses the role of tattoo conventions and exhibitions in fostering a community of appreciation 

and learning. These events provide platforms for Malaysians to explore tattoo designs that resonate with their personal and cultural 

narratives, challenging traditional stigmas associated with body art. The paper concludes by suggesting that as societal norms 

continue to evolve, the appreciation of tattoo art in Malaysia will likely expand, reflecting broader global trends toward the 

normalization of body art as a personal and artistic choice.   
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INTRODUCTION  

Background / Scope  

This study aims to explore the appreciation of tattoo art in Malaysia, focusing on its historical, cultural, and personal significance. 

Tattooing, with a history spanning centuries, has been used as a medium of personal expression and cultural communication. The 

research will delve into how tattoos, once seen as taboo or associated with deviant behavior, have evolved into recognized art forms, 

especially in Western culture where tattoos transitioned from symbols of rebellion to markers of subculture and personal identity 

(Kosut, 2006; Hebdige, 1979).   

The study will examine the role of tattooing in various cultures, looking at its function as a symbol of social status, rites of passage, 

and communication, particularly in tribal and ancient societies. Examples such as Ötzi the Iceman’s tattoos from 3300 BCE and the 

Maori moko demonstrate the deep-rooted cultural and symbolic importance of body art. Additionally, the research will address how 

modern tattoos, much like ancient markings, serve as a form of communication, expressing emotional, psychological, and personal 

narratives (Kosut, 2006).  

By investigating Malaysian society, this research seeks to understand how global trends in tattoo appreciation resonate locally. It 

will explore the extent to which Malaysians view tattoos as an artistic expression, looking at contemporary perceptions, cultural 

attitudes, and the evolving role of tattoos in personal and cultural identity. Additionally, the study will analyze how Malaysians 

embrace or reject tattooing as a form of fine art, considering its emotional and aesthetic value, and the professional skill involved 

in creating such art. This investigation will provide insights into how tattoo art is perceived and appreciated in the diverse and 

complex cultural landscape of Malaysia.  

Research Objective  

In this paper, I argue that some tattoos can be considered artworks. I define tattoo art to separate it from other uses of tattoos 

and other visual arts. Tattoo art, I claim, involves creating art on living skin, where the body itself is a key part of the artwork. This 
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leads to unique aspects, such as how it reshapes the relationship between artist, artwork, and viewers. Similar to street art, tattoo art 

resists being included or valued by traditional art institutions like galleries and museums.  

“Against the backdrop of our late-modern Malaysia, tattoos are becoming more complex symbols of our self and social 

identities. Because of the growing complexity of the modern tattoo, this research proposes that these ink marks need to be viewed 

with the same symbolic complexity that reflects their contemporary artistic designs.” (Martin, 2013). For many Malaysians in the 

present time, getting a tattoo is like purchasing art, consigned by an artist and done with essential meanings behind every line. With 

this demand, many professional and famous tattooists are artists who are acknowledged by colleagues and authorities for their skills 

and portfolio. The history of tattooing goes back for thousands of years, and the reasons for getting tattooed are many with significant 

cultural and adaptation. In many cases, the permanent markings are always personal, in plain or elaborate form, and they, to some 

extent, are believed to serve as amulets, healing and status symbols, declarations of love, signs of religion, idol adornments and 

forms of punishment. Motivational factors behind the fascination of acquiring a tattoo commonly fall under four main groups, 

namely healing, affiliation, art and fashion. Tattoo is a form of art form.  Artworks act on the audience by causing them mental 

states. They have extrinsic value and are good because they have good value. Artworks can arouse pleasurable emotions. In this 

process, it is because artworks are valuable because they produce valuable mental states. (Young. J. 2001). This is to describe the 

output of tattoo as artwork as in many ways it produces a variety of mental states from motivational to empowering and 

remembrances. It causes the results of satisfaction of the artist to rigorously improve to produce better output to the bearer being 

satisfied and happy to move on in life with the result of tattooing being permanently part of their life.  

Tattoos can also be classified as modern art. This is by the understanding and contrast of modern art being produced for a 

market of anonymous buyers with a social parity existing between the artist and the buyer; the process of intention and motivation 

(Berger. K. 2000). In similarity to modern art, a tattoo artist fulfils the needs and desire of a buyer or the canvas of the intention or 

motivation to be inked. As part of the tattooed community, every output and design being permanently inked on my skin, the 

researcher felt motivated and hopeful of it as a form of reminder. Malaysia being one of the fastest developing countries in Asia, 

the Malaysian society is exposed to new changes rapidly especially in the area of culture and arts. Although tattoo is indirectly 

considered as part of Malaysian culture, practiced by the local indigenous tribe, it remains within the grey area of acceptance, as 

tattooing is considered as an act of defiance that is against the Islamic and Christianity beliefs (Sanders & Vail 2008).  

Tattoos, once relegated to the fringes of society, have emerged as a mainstream form of artistic expression, transcending their 

historical association with rebellion and counterculture. In contemporary times, tattoos are increasingly recognized as legitimate 

works of art, etched onto the canvas of the human body. The evolution of tattoos from a mark of defiance to a celebrated form of 

self-expression reflects a broader societal shift in perceptions of art and individuality. At its core, a tattoo is a highly personal and 

intimate form of art. Unlike traditional art forms that adorn walls or pedestals, tattoos become a part of the individual, seamlessly 

blending with the contours of the body. This integration transforms the human skin into a living canvas, and the tattoo artist into a 

collaborator in the wearer's narrative. The body becomes a unique gallery, showcasing a diverse array of designs, styles, and stories.  

One of the defining features of tattoos as works of art is the fusion of aesthetic and narrative elements. Every tattoo tells a story, 

whether it's a reflection of the wearer's personal journey, cultural heritage, or simply a visual representation of their innermost 

thoughts and emotions. Tattoo artists, akin to painters or sculptors, channel their creativity to bring these stories to life. The process 

involves not just technical skill but a deep understanding of the client's vision, resulting in a truly bespoke piece of art. The diversity 

of tattoo styles further underscores their status as works of art. From intricate and detailed realism to bold and vibrant abstract 

designs, tattoo art encompasses a wide spectrum of creative expressions. Artists draw inspiration from various sources, including 

traditional art movements, contemporary design, and cultural motifs. This rich tapestry of styles ensures that each tattoo is a unique 

masterpiece, reflecting the individuality of both the wearer and the artist. Tattoos also challenge conventional notions of 

impermanence in art. While traditional artworks are often created to withstand the test of time, tattoos inherently embrace the 

transient nature of the human experience. The permanence of ink on skin creates a dynamic relationship between the art and its 

wearer, evolving alongside them through the different stages of life. This dynamic quality imbues tattoos with a sense of living art, 

ever-changing and adapting with the passage of time. The mainstream acceptance of tattoos as art is evident in the increasing 

recognition of tattoo artists as legitimate contributors to the art world. Tattoo conventions, once niche gatherings, have evolved into 

global events that celebrate the skill and creativity of tattoo artists. Museums and galleries have also begun to acknowledge the 

significance of tattoo art, hosting exhibitions that showcase the diversity and depth of this unique form of self-expression.  

  

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

For a qualitative study on tattoos using Social Interactionism Theory, this research adopts for an Ethnographic Research 

methodology. This approach focuses on observing and interpreting social interactions and meanings within specific groups or 

cultures, making it a great fit for exploring how tattoos are understood and negotiated in social contexts.  

Methodology: Ethnographic Approach with Social Interactionism  

Research Focus: Investigating how individuals and groups construct, negotiate, and interpret the meanings of tattoos through social 

interactions.  
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Data Collection 

In this research, participant observation will be deployed by having to spend time in tattoo studios, tattoo conventions, or social 

settings where tattooed individuals gather, to observe interactions between tattoo artists, clients, and their social circles to understand 

how tattoos are socially constructed. This will follow by In-depth Interviews to Conduct semi-structured interviews with tattooed 

individuals, tattoo artists, and those in their social networks. Focusing on how they perceive and explain the meanings and 

significance of tattoos in their lives.  

While all these processes are taking place, Field Notes will be deployed to record observations, including non-verbal 

communication, body language, and environmental context, to capture the social dynamics surrounding tattoos.  

Discussion Validity  

Ensure “credibility” through “member checking” and “peer debriefing”, where participants or peers review interpretations to ensure 

accuracy.  

Use “triangulation by combining observations, interviews, and secondary data (e.g., media portrayals of tattoos).  

Ethical Considerations  

Maintain “informed consent”, particularly in public settings like tattoo parlors.  

Protect participants’ “confidentiality” and respect the sensitive nature of personal narratives about tattoos.  

Social Interactionism Theory is about how meaning is created through social interactions. Tattoos are a prime example of this, as 

their meaning is often constructed not just by the wearer, but by those around them in social contexts. This ethnographic 

methodology will help uncover how tattoos function as symbols in various social interactions, how individuals use them to express 

identity, and how they navigate social norms or stigmas.  

  

CONCLUSION  

The findings of this study hold significant implications for understanding the evolving cultural dynamics within Malaysian society, 

particularly in relation to body art and self-expression. As tattooing gains wider acceptance in Malaysia, it signals a shift in cultural 

norms, especially among younger generations who increasingly view tattoos as a legitimate form of personal and artistic expression. 

This suggests a broader trend of globalization and cultural exchange, where Malaysians are influenced by Western and other 

international perceptions of tattoos as art rather than symbols of deviance.  

One of the key implications of this study is the potential for increased recognition of tattooing as an art form within Malaysia’s 

artistic and cultural landscape. As more Malaysians embrace tattooing as a mode of storytelling and personal identity, it opens new 

avenues for artistic collaboration, exhibitions, and platforms where tattoo artists can be celebrated as part of the creative industry. 

This could foster the growth of a local tattoo community that blends traditional Malaysian art and symbolism with modern 

techniques and global influences.  

Furthermore, the study’s insights into the lingering stigmatization of tattoos, particularly within conservative or religious 

communities, offer important considerations for social inclusion. Understanding these cultural divides could lead to more informed 

discussions around body autonomy, personal rights, and the evolving nature of societal norms. For policymakers and social 

organizations, the study could inform efforts to reduce discrimination or stereotyping based on physical appearance, contributing to 

greater social cohesion and acceptance of diverse forms of self-expression.  

In conclusion, the growing appreciation of tattoo art in Malaysia reflects larger cultural shifts, offering opportunities for both artistic 

innovation and social integration. Future research could explore how these changes continue to reshape Malaysian identity in the 

globalized world.  

  

REFERENCES  

1) Ankirskiy. A. (2014) Perception of Tattoos, now and then: Japan vs. the western world, pg. 28.  

2) Bogdanoski, T. (2009). Everybody is different: Regulating the use (and non-use) of cosmetic surgery, body of modification 

and reproductive genetic testing. Griffith Law Review. 18-(2), 503-528  

3) Thamar. N. M (2015) Pilot Study of Tattooing Culture in Peninsula Malaysia. Management and Science University.  

4) Babriel Garcia-Merrit (2014). Inked Lives: Tattoos, Identity and Power, Graduate Thesis and Dessertation , Iowa State 

University.  

5) Hebdige, D. (1979).  Subculture: The Meaning of style. Suffolk: Richard Clay Ltd 6) Faulkner. N, Bailey.D (2019) The 

History of Tattoos and Body Modification.  

6) Dey. A, Das. K (2017) Why We Tattoo? Exploring the Motivation and Meaning.  

7) Alter- Muri. S (2019) The Body as Canvas, Motivations, Meanings and Therapeutic Implications of Tattoos.  

8) Firat,  A.  Fuat  and  Alladi  Venkatesh  (1995)  “Liberatory  Postmodernism  and  the  Reenchantment  of  Consumption”,  

Journal  of  Consumer  Research,  22(December),  239-267.  

9) Khosla. V, Joseph. V (2017) Tattoos; What is their Significance.    

http://www.ijsshr.in/


The Appreciation of Tattoo Art among Malaysian 

IJSSHR, Volume 07 Issue 09 September 2024                        www.ijsshr.in                                                   Page 7016 

10) Kosut, M. (2006). An ironic fad: The commodification and consumption of tattoos, Journal of Popular Culture 39(6), 1035-

1048.  

11) Kosut, M, (2006), An Ironic Fad: The Commodification and Consumption of Tattoos, The Journal of Popular Culture, Vol. 

39, No. 6  

12) Dean.D.H, (2011), Young adult perception of visible tattoos on a white‐collar service provider, Young Consumers, Vol. 

12 No. 3, pp. 254-264.  

13) Leary, R (2009) Methods meet Art. Guilford Press.  

14) Muro, M., & Jeffrey, P. (2008). A critical review of the theory and application of social learning in participatory natural 

resource management processes.  

15) K. Charmaz (2001). International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences 17) Daneva, M, Buglione, L. (2014), 

Relating System Quality and Software Architecture.  

16) Marti.J (2010). Tattoo, culture heritage and globalization. Scientific Journal of Humanities Studies, 2(3), 1-9  

17) Vail,D Angus. Tattoos are like Potato Chips…You can’t have just one. The process of becoming and being a collector. 

Deviant Behavior 20 (1999)  

18) Suchet, M (2009). The 21st Century Body: Introduction. Study in Gender and Sexuality 10(3).  

19) Selekman, J. (2003). A new era of body decoration: What do kids do to their body? Pediatric Nursing, 29 (1), 77  

20) Somekh. B, Lewin.K (2011). Theory and Methods in Social Research.  

21) Karol Berger. (2000). A Theory of Art  

22) N.K, Denzin. (2003) Symbolic Interactionism and Cultural Studies: The Politics of Interpretations.   

23) Vassileva S, Hristakieva E. Medical applications of tattooing. Clin Dermatol. 2007 JulAug;25(4):367-74. doi: 

10.1016/j.clindermatol.2007.05.014. PMID: 17697919.  

24) Lodder.M.C (2010) Body Art: Body Modification as Artistic Practice, Unversity of Reading, U.K  

25) Dawson. J (2020) Attitudes towards ink as reflected by the Tattoo Malaysia Expo Retrieved from: 

https://www.expatgo.com/my/2020/02/25/attitudes-towards-ink-asreflected-by-the-tattoo-malaysia-expo/  

26) Levison. E, (2016). Tattoo History Retrieved from: https://study.com/academy/lesson/history-of-tattoos.html.   

27) Kyodo.J, (2020). Japan Top Court rules tattoo artist don’t need a medical license.  Retrieved from: 

https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/09/18/national/crimelegal/japan-tattoo-artists-no-medical-license/   

28) Holmes. A. (2017). Who has the Most Tattoos. Retrieved from:  https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-

tattoos-its-not-who-you-dexpect-1d5ffff660f8  

29) Sizer, Laura. “The Art of Tattoos.” British Journal of Aesthetics, vol. 60, no. 4, 2020, pp. 419–433.  

30) Hettich Madeleine. “Are Tattoos Fine Art?” Grey Journal. n.d. Web.  

31) Jones, Jonathan. “Ink-Credible: Do Tattoos Count as Art?” The Guardian, 2015. Web. https://www.artsy.net/partner/new-

york-historical-society  

32) Rubin, Arnold. (2007). Marks of Civilization: Artistic Transformations of the Human Body. Los Angeles: University of 

California Press.  

33) Fisher, Jill A. (2013). Tattooing the World: Pacific Designs in Print and Skin. New York: Columbia University Press.  

34) Sanders, Clinton R. (1989). Customizing the Body: The Art and Culture of Tattooing. Philadelphia: Temple University 

Press.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There is an Open Access article, distributed under the term of the Creative Commons 

Attribution – Non Commercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) 

(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/), which permits remixing, adapting and 

building upon the work for non-commercial use, provided the original work is properly cited. 

http://www.ijsshr.in/
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/1747-3616
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/1747-3616
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://medium.com/daliaresearch/who-has-the-most-tattoos-its-not-who-you-d-expect-1d5ffff660f8
https://greyjournal.net/art/are-tattoos-fine-art/
https://greyjournal.net/art/are-tattoos-fine-art/
https://greyjournal.net/art/are-tattoos-fine-art/
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2015/feb/18/do-tattoos-count-as-art
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2015/feb/18/do-tattoos-count-as-art
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2015/feb/18/do-tattoos-count-as-art
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2015/feb/18/do-tattoos-count-as-art
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2015/feb/18/do-tattoos-count-as-art

