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ABSTRACT

This independent study aims to study the background history and development
of tattoos as well as concepts and beliefs of the tattoos, and to study tattooing in
relation to self-identifying of the tattoos.

The study began with collecting questionnaire information from 53 persons
having tattoos aged 18 to over 30 years in Muang District, Chiang Mai Province. The
questionnaire information was collected in parallel with basic interviews and
participatory observations in order to obtain the data for finally selecting 5 persons for
depth interviews regarding concepts, beliefs and understandings of the body and self-
identifying by tattooing. The notions of identity, body and popular culture are applied
into this study.

According to the study of background history and development of tattoos, the
concepts and beliefs of the tattoos, tattoos were originally popular among Thai men
who tattooed for battle purpose. Tattoos might reveal magical effect of being
invulnerable, being liked and loved by others. In a certain period, there were arm
tattoos (Sak Lek) marking on the civil servants to show what organization they were
from. Tattoos were also used to mark on prisoners’ bodies for condemning them
publicly, this concept then resulted in an establishment of a discourse in the present
that the ones who have tattoos on their bodies will be viewed as prisoners, roughs,
gangsters, etc. If the tattoos were women, they would be viewed as bitched, naughty
women or prostitutes who were not good to associate with.

However, tattoos still appear today. Those tattoos found in Muang District,
Chiang Mai Province are considered as media by a sub-cultural group who resist,
negotiate, refuse, and deny shadow of the former discourse. They viewed tattoos as
artistic beauty on the body. In conclusion, to establish identity with tattoos cannot
help the tattoos stay away from shadow of the discourse. They can only resist, refuse,
or negotiate for establishing identity with the tattoos showing ways of life of the
tattoos in the contemporary Thai society.
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