
Winchester 1 

Laura Winchester 

Professor Bertsch 

English 1100 

23, April 2020 

Deviant Femme: The Self-Vandalizer  

Sewing up the scars with ink, 

tell me I have become better than before. 

Now I know I am a book worth reading. 

Cierra “Soulfire”  

(qtd. in Leader 175) 

Introduction 

The first time a strange man grabbed me to “get a good look” at my tattoos, I was waiting 

for the city bus as I had many times before. People mostly kept to themselves here, so needless to 

say I was frozen in shock and terror as I looked up at the large shadowy figure. It was a public 

space but there was no one else on the street and I was sure I was about to make the evening 

news. He plucked at my wrist, it looked so fragile and small in his meaty palms. He said he 

thought I had on a “weird lookin’ bracelet” and just had to find out what it was about.  

He didn’t like my short dismissive answer, and while sneering at my discomfort said, “Yeesh, I 

was just trying to be friendly. Take a compliment.” 
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  I often look back on this moment with a mixture of amusement, anger and 

overwhelming shame. What made him think that it was okay to grab me? Didn’t he see how 

frightened I was? Why did I allow it for so long? Why did I continue to answer his invasive 

questions? I was filled with the shame of having done something to myself that encouraged this 

kind of behavior. I knew this was a side effect because I had heard this exact story from every 

tattooed woman I had ever met.  

My first visible tattoo was a dainty very thin double line around the base of my wrist. 

Little did I know what I had signed up for. Thus, began my never-ending tactile nightmare as 

strangers from all backgrounds were given an unspoken license to grab, grope, comment, 

whisper, and verbally reprimand.  

Inspiration to look further into the research done on the societal effects of being a visibly 

tattooed woman was spurred by a favorite podcast of mine. The podcast is appropriately titled 

Unladylike and is a dedication to all things contrary to traditional “ladylike” behavior and the 

freedom unlocked by it. This episode included an interview with Margaret Cho, a heavily 

tattooed Korean American comedienne and outspoken supporter of tattooed women. In the 

episode, Cho describes herself in many situations just like my bus stop incident. Cho has a theory 

about this, as she describes in her interview, “when a woman is heavily tattooed, it's like, why do 

you have this graffiti on this public wall?” (Unladylike 2020). I was instantly intrigued by this 

and wanted to know more. According to a 2018 study, tattoos are becoming more popular now 

than ever, “with an estimated 21–29% of Americans having at least one tattoo and around 15–

20% having two or more tattoos” (Broussard 521). Could it be that despite this, there was a 

serious gender gap in the stereotyping and social stigma of visible tattoos?  

 



Winchester 3 

Methods 

  In the beginning stages of research, I was concerned whether there would be 

enough academic work done on the topic of women with visible tattoos and associated 

stereotypes. Surely, I would have to cobble together entertainment website articles and specific 

interviews with tattooed people I know personally, which would make for an embarrassingly 

short field-research sample. I began my research by using the Columbus State Community 

College website, specifically the library services. Navigating the database options, I found luck 

in a wealth of resources through the Academic Search Complete database.  

Diversity took priority in my search for a well-rounded data set. I wanted my research to 

reflect a wide variety of views on the topic of women and their visible tattoos, whether it would 

confirm or argue against my hypothesis. Through the Columbus State Community College 

Library’s Academic Search Complete database, I chose three sources. One represented a 

firsthand account from a feminist perspective and two others were sociological research papers 

based on excellent field-survey research.   

 

Results 

According to a 2018 study in the Journal of Social Psychology, researchers Kristin 

Broussard and Helen Harton describe “stigma” as stereotypes associated with what is publicly 

known to be a negative attribute. In this case tattoos are viewed as a controlled stigma, such as 

obesity and substance abuse. These shamed social groups are viewed as having chosen a 

completely avoidable situation and are therefore righteously subject to prejudicial behavior and 

negative stereotypes (521). In their study, Broussard and Harton focused on the negative 
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stereotypes associated with tattooed individuals of both genders, finding that “tattooed targets, 

especially women, were rated as stronger and more independent, but were rated more negatively 

on other character attributes than the same target images with the tattoos removed” (521).  

According to their research, “people view tattooed individuals as possessing a number of 

negative character attributes, including being less inhibited, less competent, having worse 

character, being less sociable, and being more sexually promiscuous” (qtd. in Broussard and 

Harton 181). 

Another study published in a 2007 issue of Body Image evaluated the social and physical 

perceptions of females with varying degrees of tattoos. It showed that the subjects rated “less 

physically attractive, more sexually promiscuous and heavier drinkers than untattooed women, 

with more negative ratings with increasing number of tattoos . . . [Additionally] blonde women 

in general rated more negatively than brunettes” (Swami, Furnham 343). 

In December of 2016, an entirely different multidisciplinary research project about 

tattooed women was published in Feminist Formations. The project head and author Karen 

Leader sought to target negative stereotyping by focusing on the positive aspects of tattoo 

culture, such as creative story interpretation and the courage to connect what is going on inside 

the body and mind to the outside world through the skin (174). Leader believes that through 

feminist engagement in body politics, we can reverse the damaging representations of tattooed 

women in the media (174-176). The paper also points out that negative stereotypes are likely 

reinforced by tattoo commonality in criminal groups which support discrimination of tattooed 

peoples (qtd. in Leader 181), but that “Popular media perpetuate shallow views, including, and 

perhaps especially those connecting women’s tattoos with their sexuality, and their character” 

(qtd. in Leader 181).  
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Discussion 

Conflicting with my hypothesis, yet highly encouraging on a personal level, was the 

overwhelming evidence supporting the perception of tattooed women as stronger and more 

independent than their non-tattooed counterparts (Broussard and Harton 521). 

Much of my research has confirmed that the perceived social characteristics of a tattooed 

woman continue to have heavy negative associations, including—but not limited to—

promiscuity, criminality and heavy drinking. These stereotypes are likely propagated by media 

representations in which sexual promiscuity continues to be a running joke. “Tramp Stamps” are 

mentioned several times in more than one of my sources. I must admit that I hadn’t realized how 

deeply I had internalized this harmful misogynistic term. I realized the same impression of 

women had entered my mind and caused me to make a snap judgement, whether I knew it or not. 

A simple placement of design has warped my brain, so that even now I know that I will never 

have a tattoo anywhere near my lower back for fear of earning this horrific and demeaning label. 

Tattooed peoples are at a higher risk of discrimination and openly voiced judgment as 

they alone are responsible for the mark of their flawed image. Tattooed women are subject to a 

deeper level of societal judgment, as Margaret Cho points out: 

“There is this prevailing notion that women's bodies are public space. That's why our 

bodies are always criticized for being too large, too small or whatever, that everybody 

feels like they can comment on it, that everybody feels that they can like reach out and 

touch a pregnant woman's belly . . . like we can somehow look at women's bodies as like 
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public space because we treat it as such in in so many ways. So it's kind of like this thing 

of like you're breaking the rules by marking up yourself. . . “ (Unladylike 2020). 

Therefore, it is likely that the oblivious bus stop man from my earlier story might have 

honestly felt as though he were doing nothing wrong. After all, I am a woman and this man has 

been raised in a society that has taught him he needs no permission, especially if it is 

complimentary to someone considered a deviant and reputed to be receptive to men’s flattery. 

Perhaps the next time you encounter a new acquaintance with visible tattoos and find 

yourself reaching your hand out to “get a better look”, or maybe you just experience a quick 

flash of something that registers as a negative appearance, think twice. Consider that you could 

be invading another human’s personal space, or you could have preconceived notions that are not 

based on reality, much like my regretful former thoughts about lower back tattoos.  

Visible tattoos are more common now than ever in the United States, yet their associated 

social stigmas continue to impact the lives of those who wear them proudly. Visibly tattooed 

people face undeniable snap-judgment in society, often resulting in being denied necessities such 

as gainful employment. Furthermore, tattooed women face an entirely different set of rules, 

exclusions and stereotypes. 
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