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Abstract
Robert Stebbins has created a theory around ‘serious leisure’ (as differentiated from Bcasual
leisure^), which has six particular qualities related to the extent of investment and efforts,
benefits elicited, and the social world of the activity. Collecting tattoos, especially for serious
collectors, can be considered a leisure activity that ranged from casual to serious, along with
the collectors’ commitment to the activity. The act of becoming ‘heavily tattooed,’ with its
historical association with deviant subcultures, continued to maintain a social stigma and
evoke negative sanctions from observers. This is especially so for women—the participants
of this study—who must also contend with gender norms in this subculture, which has
previously been associated with other masculine groups. Besides gender norms, the tattoo
world has specific ethos which divides the serious subcultural member from those more
casually connected to it. The physical parameter of the subculture finds people gathering in
tattoo studios and at tattoo conventions, as well as consuming tattoo-orientedmedia, such as
magazines and television shows. This study is based on qualitative interviews with 36
participants across the United States who consider themselves serious tattoo collectors.
From their stories, we learn about the importance of participating in this leisure activity and
how becoming heavily tattooed impacts their sense of self and identity.
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This article argues that collecting extensive tattoo work on one’s body can be a serious
leisure practice. Serious leisure is a practice in which one is involved to a greater extent
in the practice, which means they contribute more time, energy, money, and enthusiasm
for their pursuit than others might. While some individuals may have an esthetic
interest in tattoo art, and most may collect one or two pieces, serious leisure tattoo
collectors good further. Besides covering their own body in extensive tattoo work, they
may also collect items such as tattoo magazines and attend tattoo conventions. While
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historically the tattoo profession was associated with masculine subcultures (military,
biker) and blue-collar workers (construction), the tattoo renaissance, spanning from the
1970s to the 1990s, brought tattoo art to new demographic groups, such as women,
middle-class collectors, and the mainstream. In the last several decades, artists have
become (subculturally) famous, both from tattooing celebrities and becoming celebri-
ties in their own right, such as from television shows like LA INK. This has introduced a
class distinction to the ‘tattoo subculture,’ an amorphous community binding those that
share a serious interest in the leisure of tattooing. While some tattoo collectors may
collect work from their friends that are just beginning the practice, and working out of
their house for little money, most tattoo collectors have their artwork applied in a legal
storefront where artists abide by state and local regulations pertaining to health
department requirements and business licensing. At the elite end of tattoo collecting
(Irwin 2003), collectors spend a great deal of money and may have their name on an
artist’s wait list for years, in order to collect an art piece from a specifically famed artist.
All subcultures have hierarchies and distinctions to differentiate between the ideal elite
members and the ‘poseurs,’ and the tattoo subculture has its own distinctions between
what the artworld would call ‘high-‘ and ‘low-‘ art as well—between getting a tattoo
from a walk in street shop, and getting a backpiece from a famous artist with a
particularly skilled style. Quality of artwork is becoming one more mark of distinction
within the world of tattooing. While serious tattoo collectors can demonstrate their level
of commitment in a variety of ways, those most esteemed as ‘elite’ collectors may
travel the world to collect artwork from famous artists who are in demand and charge
large amounts of money and have long wait lists of clients. This leisure pursuit reflects
the collector’s identity, through the actual images represented on their body, which
provide insight into their tastes and passions. It also makes them into a new type of
‘heavily tattooed’ person, which they now share with a select group of others, who may
receive a similar social treatment regarding their visibly tattooed status from strangers.

Both leisure, consumption, and subcultural practices are closely connected to the
body, its transformation, and presentation. Serious leisure may focus on embodied
practices such as sports or artistic performances. Consumerism uses the idealized body
to sell products. Subcultures reflect group tastes and styles that are embodied perfor-
mances. While the practice of collecting extensive tattoos on one’s body has not
previously been considered in the serious leisure literature, it represents an activity that
is decidedly leisure-oriented. This paper draws out the ways in which this activity—for
serious collectors—fits within Robert Stebbins’ theory of serious leisure. While tattoo
ethnographies have focus on the meanings behind tattoo imagery for those who have
one or more tattoos, this research draws upon women participants who are considered
‘heavily tattooed.’ Since tattoo collecting has historically been a masculine endeavor,
some attention will be given to gender dynamics. Participants express a strong con-
nection between tattoo collecting and identity, an important factor in Stebbins’ theory.
While casual tattoo collectors may be satisfied with one or two small designs on their
body, or simply immersing one’s self in tattoo culture without committing to one’s own
permanent collection; serious collectors invest time, effort, knowledge, and money into
acquiring a ‘body suit,’ or full body coverage. While tattoo culture was historically
associated with the working class (military, blue collar) and with criminal subcultures,
the ‘tattoo renaissance’ since the 1970s and 1980s has brought forth a decidedly high-
end tattoo culture with tattoo artists sought out for their skill and association with
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tattooing celebrities, and these artists come with a high price tag and long waiting list.
For some elite tattoo collectors (Irwin 2003), their tattoo collection shows off this
caliber of tattoo collection by relatively famous artists. Others may collect inexpensive
and extensive tattoo work from someone working out of their house or in an affordable
street shop, but their collections will be considered against this class-ranging context of
high- and lower-end artwork.

This article will argue that collecting extensive tattoos is a serious leisure pursuit,
comparable to any leisure practice of collecting items, such as stamps. While some may
have a casual leisure interest in tattooing, such as watching tattoo reality television or
reading a tattoo magazine, others take the practice seriously enough to cover their body
extensively in ink, to travel to an artist, or spend money to get artwork from a
particularly esteemed artist (or to collect extensively from a locally esteemed artist,
or within a particular subculture). Like all subcultures, tattooing has its own particu-
larities within the United States as expressed through tattoo artists, conventions, social
media, tattoo magazines, and perhaps some tattoo reality television shows. One of those
particularities being the division between professional tattooists working out of a legal
studio and those derogatorily referred to as ‘scratchers’ in the United States—or those
artists working unprofessionally out of an unauthorized space, such as a home. This
article will also examine what it means to be a woman in this particular subculture that
has historically been related to masculine subcultures such as the military, and where
the majority of tattoo artists continues to be men, although women have increased
exponentially in numbers as artists within the profession. Thirty-six participants were
interviewed for this research, primarily women who have collected extensive body art,
and they reflect on the impact of this practice upon their daily life.

1 The serious leisure of tattoo collecting

For the serious tattoo collector, the imagery placed on the body represents an expres-
sion of their identity, interests, and esthetics, a body project that is inherently self-
expressive in a manner in which leisure theorists Robert A. Stebbins (2009a) would call
‘positive.’ Stebbins (2009a) defines ‘positive sociology [as] the study of what people
do to organize their lives such that those lives become, in combination, substantially
rewarding, satisfying, and fulfilling’ (p. xi). Stebbins has created a hierarchy of leisure
based on the seriousness of commitment one has to their particular activity. Firstly, he
makes a distinction between serious and casual leisure, based on the investment of time
and efforts into the specific activity (Stebbins 2007). Casual leisure can include
activities such as television watching, window shopping, or attending a sporting event.
Stebbins (2007) distinguishes serious leisure as containing the following elements: 1) a
need to persevere at the activity, 2) availability of a leisure career, 3) extending efforts
into gaining skill and/or knowledge, 4) realization of special benefits, 5) unique ethos
and social world of the activity, and 6) a social or personal identity. A casual tattoo
collector may have one or two non-distinctive tattoos that do not infringe on their social
experience. However, serious tattoo collectors distinguish themselves. Firstly, they
persevere at the activity—against the pain and lingering social stigma—to cover their
body in ink (Goffman 1986). Second, they have access to a tattoo studio and the
financial resource to purchase a tattoo, or have a relationship to an artist who will
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provide work for an affordable price, perhaps for free. Third, they demonstrate skill and
knowledge of the technical aspects of collecting. Fifth, they adopt and engage the
unique ethos of the tattoo subculture as it presents itself in tattoo magazines and
conventions. While the tattoo subculture in particular is amorphous, having tattoos,
attending tattoo events, collecting tattoo magazines, and other products is one way to
participate in the subculture. Granted, those who collect tattoos are a widely diverse
population who may find little in common with other collectors. Therefore, it is for
those collectors who both collect tattoos and actively connect with this subculture in
some manner, who would be considered a part of a tattoo community. Finally, the tattoo
collector has a personal identity enveloping their tattoo collection and place within the
community. Overall, the standard for serious leisure, as opposed to casual leisure,
presents a

…systematic pursuit of an amateur, hobbyist, or volunteer core activity that
people find so substantial, interesting, and fulfilling that, in the typical case, they
launch themselves on a (leisure) career centered on acquiring and expressing a
combination of its special skills, knowledge, and experience (2011, p. 239).

Such a personal connection to this type of art reinforces Stebbins (2011) focus on the
relationship between the leisure activity and self-expression. Tattooing is both an event
and a part of one’s body and identity.

2 The subculture of tattoo collecting

In the post-WWII years, the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) at the
University of Birmingham, England, took centre stage in ethnographic research on
subcultural communities that were considered to be engaged in symbolic and stylistic
protest against the hegemonic British culture. Most notably, the volumes Resistance
through Rituals, edited by Hall and Jefferson (1990) and Subculture: The Meaning of
Style, by Dick Hebdige (1979), brought attention to specific groups such as the mods,
rude boys, Rastafarians, punk rockers, and skinheads. Almost immediately, the CCCS
subcultural research faced critique (including from its own writers), about the exclusive
focus on young, white men. The postmodern turn also brought further critique to
subcultural theories, resulting in the adoption of the terms and concepts ‘post-subcul-
tural,’ ‘lifestyle,’ ‘scene,’ and ‘neo-tribal.’ Based on French sociologist Michel
Maffesoli’s (1995) concept of ‘tribes,’ ‘neo-tribal’ contends that instead of structurally
established communities, social existence is fragments into random groupings that are
easily adapted or discarded. This disposable and mutable adaptation of lifestyles was
echoed by Ted Polhemus (1996) in his concept of a ‘supermarket of style,’ from which
people can simply pick and choose their different stylistic expressions, wearing radi-
cally different statements each day. This concept was adopted by other theorists who
support the idea of subcultures that can be entered into, and exited, without the
complicated encumbrance of rigid identity politics structures (Bennett 1999; Bennett
and Kahn-Harris 2004; Riley et al. 2010). Others have been more critical of the post-
subculture perspective, stating that it ‘reduces Breal^ subculture to surface signifiers
without authenticity where identity is determined by choice’ ((Blackman 2005), p. 15).
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The central concept of the subcultural and post-subcultural theories is the idea of
‘style’ as a symbolic representation of one’s community, inner identity, and/or resis-
tance to hegemonic culture. David Muggleton (2000) argues that ‘appearance is not
free-floating, available to be put on and cast off as a mere whim. To engage in such acts
would be evidence of one’s superficiality and inauthenticity, for style is viewed as an
expression of one’s inner self,’ it is not an empty signifier (p. 103). Derek Roberts
(2015) cautions that style cannot be the only ‘method of distinction’ or else the group
will have to continuously incorporate new ‘objects and techniques’ or else ‘face
extinction’ (p. 1101). While theoretically, items of material clothing and accessories
can be adopted by anyone, the underlying message expressed by such objects is not so
interchangeable, and individuals do not adopt styles radically outside of their self-
presentation, or switch identities on a whim (Jaimangal-Jones et al. 2015). Sarah
Thorton (1996) establishes that ‘club cultures are taste cultures,’ based on a shared
taste in music and common consumptive practices (p. 3). Subcultures establish style,
meanings, and rituals and individuals interact with these symbols through revision and
diffusion. Yet, these meanings do not necessarily have a ‘wider ramification beyond the
local context’ ((Kates 2002), p. 396). For individuals to rise in the ranks and become an
elite member of the subculture, intensive efforts must be placed into stylistic interac-
tion, its circulation and development (Force 2009). In the tattoo subculture, there are
many points of distinction to mark the difference between a novice and an ‘old timer.’
One of the distinctions is the continuation of collecting significant tattoos. Derek
Roberts (2012) makes this distinction:

People who have tattoos usually have one or maybe a couple tattoos strategically
placed on areas of their bodies that are easily hidden. Tattooed people, on the
other hand, get ink that is visible to others. Bold tattoos on lower arms, hands
and/or necks are common for tattooed people (italics added, p. 1-2).

Roberts (2012) continues, ‘though the number of people who have tattoos has boomed,
I argue that the number of tattooed people remains relatively small’ (2). This suggests
that simply having one, or a few tattoos, is not significant enough to position someone
as an esteemed subcultural member. One must prove their commitment by extensive
coverage, collecting specific styles, of design, or creating the appearance of such (i.e.,
those with public tattoos but few others, creating the appearance of being heavily
tattooed). Katherine Irwin (Irwin 2003) has written about this distinctive ‘elite tattoo
collector’ who have earned the highest subcultural capital. These include having
extensive knowledge of tattoo artists, styles, and norms: collecting work form the best
artists in the community (or esteemed artists in a sub-community, such as a neighbor-
hood), paying thousands of dollars, waiting significant time on wait lists, traveling far
distances, and collecting images valued by the subculture, which can include classic
Americana (flash style, old school sailor designs, originating with Sailor Jerry), or
specific styles, such as hyper-realism, horror, or portraits. Irwin (2003) describes such
imagery further: ‘Aesthetically, elite collectors and tattooists prefer tattoos depicting
fringe themes. Images of monsters, demons, beheadings, severed hands, and aliens are
popular tattoo images among this crowd’ (p. 39–40). Such collectors are often
attempting to achieve a tattoo ‘body suit’ in which their entire body is covered with
tattoo art, with ‘patches of plain skin serve as aberrations and reminders of the
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unfinished, unbalanced nature of their body suits. Light, pale, and colourless skin is
only valued for its potential to hold future art’ ((Irwin 2003), p. 29).

One of Paul Sweetman’s (2004) interviewees explained that ‘when you become
tattooed or pierced you can feel like part of a club or community that in some ways is
like any other lifestyle group’ (p. 89). Moving beyond the casual collector, or, as
Dereck Roberts called them, ‘people with tattoos’ and becoming a ‘tattooed person’
represents subcultural authenticity. The external stylistic expression is supposed to
represent a claim of one’s internal feelings, an essential self, that happens to be best
represented by a particular subculture to which one feels strong affinity (Muggleton
2000). It may also be held as an unattained, but striven for, authenticity. For example,
Agnes Jasper (2004) found that gothic party visitors often stated that they were not
goth, or not authentically so, which Jasper assumed to be a way of ‘guarding some kind
of subcultural authenticity in the all-absorbing context of commerce and dominant
culture’ (p. 91). After all, ‘authenticity therefore derives its power from its apparent
distance from mainstream mediation’ ((Serazio 2013), p. 69).

Structural realities shaping people’s stylistic expression include employment,
family, and aging. Andy Bennett (2013) documents subcultural aging processes.
No longer does subcultural membership rely on displaying particular fashion
objects, but rather, the beliefs, practices and values have been ingrained and ‘do
not need to be dramatically reconfirmed through the more strikingly visual
displays of commitment used by younger punks’ (p. 76). Even for younger
hardcore punks, as Susan Willis (1993) discovers, they would employ a hair style
in which the lower part of their head was shaven, but a longer bob cut on top
could be let down for passing in the work world. Such shifting of stylistic displays
and covering was a common negotiation process.

The ‘tattoo subculture’ is definitely an artificial grouping of a wide diversity of
individuals who have tattoos and also feel a connection to this concept of a ‘tattoo
subculture,’ as of course, plenty of individuals with tattoos would not feel a connection
to others so inked. Therefore, part of being ‘a member,’ which of course is a formality
that does not exist, of a tattoo subculture, is simply an extended interest in the topic
itself, separately from having tattoos. One can certainly be a tattoo enthusiast without
having their own collection, but it will be differently communicated without that
embodied expression. Theories that point to this eclectic, chosen membership of
subcultures applies to the tattoo community, as it is an undefined group based on one
choosing such an association besides having a tattoo collection, as many tattooed
individuals would not relate to others on this level.

3 The gender of tattoo collecting

Centring embodiment in feminist theory is one of the main objectives of recognizing
the importance of gender: to recognize the body ‘as a source of knowledge, as a site of
resistance, and as the locus of subjectivity’ ((McLaren 2002), p. 81). Valerie Fournier
(2002) brings this perspective to life vividly when she writes ‘bodies get enrolled in the
production of gender not simply as materials to be written upon but also as mass of
hurting flesh’ (p. 70). Judith (Butler 1990) focused our attention on the process of how
gender itself is not simply about body parts, but an active production engaged upon the
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body and its expressive capabilities. This embodied production is based upon women
internalizing the gender messages of the hegemonic cultures which reinforces the
desirability of femininity and beauty and reinforces ‘self-surveillance’ ((Frueh 2001),
p. 164; (Gimlin 2002)). While men’s identities are based on a variety of factors—
especially employment success—women are more narrowly valued by their body and
its perceived attractiveness.

Women’s tattooing, in order to be aligned with the beauty process, needs to reinforce
femininity, which come to mean tattoos that are ‘small, cute, and hidden,’ otherwise
imagery would be considered ‘disrespecting the sanctity of their female bodies’
((MacCormack 2006), p. 57; (Thompson 2015)). When women first began collecting
tattoos in increasing numbers in the United States, during the social movements of the
1960s and 1970s, getting a feminine tattoo was rebellious enough. Janis Joplin
introduced small tattoos to a new audience of women rock fans in 1970. Yet, it was
not until the late 1990s and 2000s when women (and men) started becoming ‘heavily
tattooed’ ((Mifflin 1997)/2013).

There have been few, but significant, tattoo ethnographies produced over the last
three decades, starting with Clinton Sanders and D. Angus Vail’s book (Sanders and
Vail 1989), Customizing the Body. This was a significant study that interviewed tattoo
collectors about their tattoo imagery; 32% of the participants were women, all of whom
were lightly tattooed. Michael Atkinson’s (2002; 2003) ethnography featured similar
Canadian collectors, but his sample was comprised of 85% women. With so many
women participants, Atkinson’s (2002; 2003) work specifically focused on women and
femininity. Margo DeMello (2000) explores the ‘middle-class repackaging of the tattoo,
a process that highlights the tattoo’s ‘primitive,’ exotic roots and at the same time seeks
to erase its white, working-class beginnings’ (p. 3). Her work begins to focus more on
heavily tattooed individuals who are significantly engaged in the tattoo community.
Similarly, Victoria Pitts’ (2003) spotlights extreme body modification subcultures, such
as extensive piercing, flesh hanging, body-suit tattooing, and subdermal implants,
echoing the classic book by Vale (1990), Modern Primitives. Katherine Irwin’s
(2003) work focuses on the situational deviance of the heavily tattooed individual,
which she classified as negative in the mainstream context, yet positive, in the
subcultural world of tattooing.

Four tattoo ethnographies have focused exclusively on women and the
gendered negotiations of becoming heavily tattooed. Beverly Yuen Thompson
(2015) interviews dozens of heavily tattooed women who discuss the social
implications of crossing the line of ‘gender appropriate’ tattooing. Xuan Santos
(2009) explores the world of Chicana tattooing in east Los Angeles by conducting
an ethnography in one shop location where he was able to interview 47 women as
they were tattooed. In this way he was able to experience shop dynamics such as
gender-segregated ‘flash’ tattoo designs on the wall, the masculine expressions of
how artists censor and objectify women clients, and how the lone woman artist
becomes inundated with clients seeking a different experience. Santos focuses on
the struggle for agency in a subculture where they are referred to as ‘the Chicana
canvas,’ an unmarked woman transformed into a new social identity by taking on
the permanent marking, and the power of gatekeeping that this bestows upon male
artists. This study is especially important considering the dearth of research
focused on tattooed women of color.
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Two other ethnographies focus on the intersection of gender and age. Lauraine
Leblanc (1999) focused her research on punk girls negotiating their position in a boy’s
subculture by constructing forms of resistance to the cultural modes of femininity
through dress, hair, and accessories, including tattoos. While they manage their non-
hegemonic position in opposition to the dominant society that looks down upon them
as they loiter on public streets, they must also contend with sexism in their own
community. Femininity performance is central to their marginalization in both cultural
clashes. Samantha Holland (2004) interviewed older ‘alternative style’ women in the
UK. For this group, their continuation of flashy subcultural stylist markers contrasted
with their age, as women are supposed to become more muted.

4 Research methods

I approached this research as a community insider: someone with an extensive personal
collection of tattoos, personal relationships with tattooists, and friends with tattooed indi-
viduals, fromwhom I could begin the research contact process. At the time, I was a Visiting
Assistant Professor in my first teaching position and this was post-dissertation research. I
first contacted my close friend and personal tattooist Charissa, and was able to interview
nearly two dozen of her clients in Spokane, Washington. I attended the annual Marked for
Life tattoo convention in Orlando, Florida in January 2007—a gathering dedicated to
female tattoo artists, organized by tattooist Deanna Lippens. From this start, I further
attended other regional tattoo conventions in the United States including, Florida, Wash-
ington state, Texas, California, and New York. I was invited to individual tattoo studios
where artists allowed me to interview their clients. Additionally, I collected tattoos from
several of the women artists whom I interviewed. This article is based on 36 interviewswith
women tattoo collectors in the United States who have collected a significant number of
tattoos (self-defined), ranging in age from 20-years-old to 63. Twenty percent of the
participants are either Latina or Asian American and 80% are white. One participant is
African American. The class background of the participants range between working class,
lower-middle class, and middle class, as based on their reported professions: student,
service-industry workers, office workers, and a few white-collar professionals.

The research was IRB-approved by Florida International University and it allowed for
identifying information to be recorded, as video and photography were both used as visual
methods in order to create a documentary video calledCovered. Participants selected their own
name to be used in the research, and some chose to use their professional names and actual
studios. Participants were informed of any potential risks associatedwith the use of identifying
featured and signed written consent forms as well as provided verbal consent on camera. This
research was not grant funded and I worked as the only researcher and interviewer. Interviews
were transcribed in full and coded emergent themes on topics such as identities, symbolic
meanings, relationships, leisure experience, process, and social dynamics.

5 Findings: Self-expression through tattoo collecting

Roberts (2012) previously made the distinction between ‘people who have tattoos’
and ‘tattooed people,’ with the latter expressing more commitment to the practice
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than the former. I am making the same distinction here, between the serious and
casual leisure nature of tattoo collecting, and then focusing on those individuals
who make more of a serious commitment. While having a tattoo, or many tattoos,
does not create an obvious community, I focus more on those who participate in
tattoo events such as conventions, or find themselves a frequent visitor to a tattoo
studio, or consumer of tattoo media.

5.1 The social process of tattooing

In considering tattooing as a serious leisure pursuit, the actual process of acquiring the
body art represents the activity itself—the most important moment is when the tattoo is
applied. For some collectors, they may have saved a great deal of money or may have
waited a long time, or they may be in the process of acquiring a large piece over
multiple visits, and they may plan to sit for several hours to a full day as they receive
more tattoo work. Therefore, the selection of the artist and the agreement to a design,
price, and date of application are the beginning points for establishing a tattoo
appointment. On the day of the appointment, artists encourage clients to be well rested,
fed, and to not have any skin issues in the location of application, such as a sun burn or
wounds. The actual application of the tattoo is considered painful and how the client
manages the pain will also color the experience.

Interviewee Dara Harvey talks about the endorphin rush that participants in other
leisure pursuits have mentioned, such as the concept of ‘flow,’ as popularized by
theorist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1990). The exhilarating experience that takes one’s
full conscious attention, blocking out other thoughts and capturing one’s imagination in
the moment, can be related to this concept of ‘flow,’ or a highly focused mental state.
Harvey talks about the embodied feeling of flow relates to the tattooing experience:

Some areas on the body are painful to tattoo, but kind of exhilarating at the same
time. Endorphins are running through your body and you feel high. I get
emotionally drained whenever I go through a tattoo session. Afterwards, I have
to go hide somewhere and re-collect my thoughts and become grounded again.

The moment of collecting a tattoo becomes part of the story of the final product of the
tattoo itself. The best outcome is a positive experience in which the client also
appreciates the particular skill, personality, and inter-personal skills of the artist in
addition to the final tattoo (Stebbins 2009a). Not only is the experience enjoyable, or at
least acquiring the tattoo design of choice, but the tattoo has the potential for the
collector to see them self in a new way.

Seeing one’s self in a new way that makes one feel they are aligned with their self-
expression reflects Stebbins (2009a) idea of ‘positive sociology,’ whereas tattooing can
become a part of one’s quest to create a life that is ‘rewarding, satisfying, and fulfilling.’
For example, I ask the participants if their self-concept has changed with the tattoos,
i.e., can they envision themselves without tattoos at this point. None of them could—
seeing themselves with their tattoos had become part of their personal identity—they
were a tattooed person. While all of Stebbins’ leisure qualities are present in the
experiences of participants, by far the most significant to their story was that of the
ability to express their personal identity and interests through the activity of tattooing. It
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also provides a positive sense of self-esteem and ability (realization of special benefits),
which has been noted by Stebbins (2001; 2007; 2009b; 2011) as an important by-
product of serious leisure activities. BernadetteMartinez, a 32-year-old Latina woman in
Spokane, Washington, talks about this positive view of her body that tattooing provides:

It's an all-around good experience. I take better care of myself now. I have to, in
order to heal. And I am going to be healing tattoos for a long time if I'm going to
do both arms solid. So, it just made me be healthier. I work out a lot more,
because I have this beautiful tattoo, I don't want my arms to be flabby, I want
them to be in shape. It's been a positive change in my life. Because now I work
out, I eat healthy, and I take care of myself more.

Like Bernadette, all of the participants expressed liking their bodies better after
receiving their tattoo, which is significant considering women’s overwhelming dissat-
isfaction with their bodies as capitalized on by the beauty industry and unachievable
body images presented via media. This is also significant considering the lingering
stigma associated with tattooing, especially for women, in contrast to normative body
projects, such as plastic surgery or products like make-up or fashion accessories.

5.2 Leisure and self-expression

Tattooing is still considered to be a stigmatized practice, especially for women, but
the positive esteem that the participants express is significant (Becker 1963). The
stigmatizing aspect is negotiated between the collectors and their social world,
similar to other deviant serious leisure practices that may have to be justified to
family and friends. Indeed, Stebbins (2007) talks about the issue of ‘selfishness’
when it comes to some serious leisure activities, such as when the activity takes
the individual away from time they may otherwise spend with their family or
friends. This concept of selfishness can relate to the tattoo collector, in which they
are expressing their own desires and interest, sometimes at the expense of upset-
ting family members. One tattoo collector in Florida has always wanted a tattoo
but never had the money to purchase one, as she always had to attend to the
expenses related to her children. When I met her at the north Miami Beach shop
where she was acquiring one small tattoo each week, while on a business trip to
the area, she said this was the first time in her life when she was doing something
just for herself. Another Miami resident, Andria Chediak, a 24-year-old lesbian
college student, loves expressing her Lebanese and Cuban heritage through tattoo
imagery, much to the chagrin of her grandparents:

I’mArabic and Lebanese so I wanted something in Arabic writing and at eighteen
I thought, BI’m free.^ So I found Arabic calligraphy and got those words on my
ankle. About 3 months later, I got more little tattoos on my wrists. My grand-
parents are Cubanos en exilio, who came to the U.S. in the early 60s, right after
Castro, so they’re very Republican, conservative. They have no idea that I have this
many tattoos. The first one I got was the Cuban flag, and they like it. They even brag to
their friends and say, Boh my granddaughter is so patriotic, she got the Cuban tattoo.̂
Their friends even have kids with patriotic Cuban tattoos. But beyond that one, they
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don’t like it. I have huge arguments with my grandmother. She's a painter. So I try to
explain to her it’s art. And I’ve always wanted tattoos. Not just little ones, I've wanted
full coverage. For me, it's for my own satisfaction, and they all mean something. And
they're all an experience. I just love the way it looks. Some people get plastic surgery,
some people get lots of piercing, or change their hair. I get tattoos.

Indeed, for many of the participants, this was a leisure practice that placed them at
odds with their family members—especially parents and grandparents—who did
not approve of the practice. Some tattoo collectors continued to hide their tattoos
from these family members. As a heavily tattooed woman myself, with a father
that abhors tattoos, I have hidden my tattoos from him for the last 20 years. Of all
the participants interviewed, it was the Asian American women that would go to
such lengths to hide their body artwork from their family, as their families
associated tattoos with deviance so strongly that they were likely to disown their
tattooed daughters. Two participants had parents that refused to speak with them
because of their tattoo collection. Therefore, having tattoos can not only incur
street harassment from strangers, but can caught difficulty within families, and of
course, cause employment discrimination.

The participants in this study talk about the conflict between their personal use of
tattooing to express themselves, which they overwhelmingly think of as a beautifying
process, and the social misrecognition that defines them as deviant. For 25-year-old
Miami resident Carmen Guadalupe, she finds tattooing a positive way to visualize and
express her Mexican heritage:

Tattooing is beautiful. I appreciate people expressing feeling in images. And I
think it also beautifies the body, I don't think it's something that is ugly. I think it's
empowering, that women could get tattoos. It is kind of sad, because some people
do criticize them, because we’re supposed to be feminine. It kind of makes you
butch or whatever. But as time goes by, more women are become more powerful.
I think it's awesome. And I hope I am gonna keep getting tattooed. I can't picture
myself without them, they're part of me. They express how I feel and what I like.
To me they're like little memories that I keep on my skin.

When one is ‘involved in a spectacular subculture,’ they face ‘targeted public
harassment,’ which can have an outcome of ‘strengthening group identification,’
as Paul Hodkinson and Jon Garland (2016) find during their interviews with goth
scene participants. Marisa Kakoulas, a Brooklyn-based lawyer, tattoo collector,
and writer whom I interviewed, cautions elite tattoo collectors to keep their tattoos
covered up, if need be:

I have worked hard in very conservative offices, and they had no idea I was
heavily tattooed. But when they did find out, I was making them a lot of
money, and I showed my value. If I had shown up to the interview with
tattoos, I may not have had the opportunity to change their mind. So I
believe in banging on the doors—but also sneaking in from the side. If we
can do that two-prong approach, I don’t think it’s a bad thing to say cover
up, if you want to change people’s minds.
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Such negotiations are expected to be engaged in by subcultural member, who
overwhelmingly also have lives in the mainstream, including professional work, which
is helpful for the financial investment in one’s subcultural style.

5.3 Tattoos as expression of other leisure pursuits

There are several dominant themes of imagery that people collect. Such themes are
often the focus of tattoo reality television shows: memorial tattoos for a loved one, pets,
hobbies, and popular culture references. Collecting tattoos is a form of self-expression,
including both the medium and message of the content. Participants were attracted to
tattooing for a variety of reasons: it is popular in their geographic region, within their
other subcultural communities, or they collected tattoos with loved ones. The reasons
for this particular form of self-expression were varied. But once it was chosen,
participants often wanted to express—via tattoo art—their other passionate interests
and hobbies. Jennifer Muniz from Miami wants to explore a new theme in her tattoo
collection:

I really love movies! I want to do a movie homage on the side of my leg, from my
thigh to my ankle. Natural Born Killers is my favourite movie. And A Clockwork
Orange, Donnie Darko, Frankenstein. I’m going to throw movie images on the
side of my leg, with some film reels, it’ll be cool.

Across the country in Spokane, Washington, 20-year-old Judith Davis states, an
observer can just look at her and understand her passions, without the need for
exchanging one word:

I have two tattoos I'm going to get this summer. One is, ‘What a Way to Die,’ in
script, across my stomach, which is a song title by the band The Pleasure Seekers,
which was Suzy Quattro's first band when she was sixteen. That's my life
philosophy. And then the other one is about my love of pop culture. So, I am
probably going to be covered with weird shit. One is going to be a half sleeve
about the Marx Brothers, a monologue that Groucho Marx says in one of their
movies. I’m saying something with my tattoos which makes me happy. It's not
just artwork or something cute. It's really my personality on my arm. So you don't
even have to talk to me to really get me, you just look at my tattoos. This one is
The Dead Boys, they're my favourite band. I am obsessed with music. This tattoo
says ,‘lick on my leather,’ which is a line from one of their songs. The whole line
goes, ‘she got on her knees just to lick on her leather.’ But that was a little too
much. I just put, ‘lick on my leather,’ which pretty much means, I am going to
live my life how I want to live my life. And I’m tattooing it on my arms so that
you all know I am not changing.

Judith Davis is obsessed with music and her favorite bands. She is also a performer in
her own band, plays several musical instruments, and considers music central to her life
passions. She wants to show the world that she is committed to these passions, no
matter what the skeptics say. A unique ethos of the punk rock world is to commit to
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living one’s life according to one’s passions; not submitting to the normative life path of
corporate employment, mortgages, and childrearing. She is both enacting that ‘unique
ethos’ in her rock performer lifestyle, as well as tattooing it on her arm. One of the
‘special benefits’ she is realizing through her serious leisure pursuits is living up to her
own ideals and expressing them to the world, in a manner that she loves.

5.4 Subcultural community

Finally, another important aspect of tattooing as serious leisure is the creation of
community, bringing people together socially for the love of tattoo art. Such spaces
include conventions, art exhibits, tattoo studios, tattoo magazines and reality television
shows. Frankie Scorpion, a Latina living in Long Island, New York, founded ‘the
Gypsy Queens,’ a group that would promote an empowering perspective on women in
the tattoo world. Scorpion states:

The Gypsy Queens grew out of my friendships with Laura and Tracy Nicole. Lara
helps me do everything with the company headquarters and Tracy helps us organize
the women at events. We now have chapters in the UK, Canada, and across the
United States.We do a lot of charity events, benefiting schools.Wewant to spotlight
women and their role in the tattoo community. We’re a promotional team of tattoo
women attending tattoo conventions and talking about gender issues in the com-
munity. We host booths and provide information on our group and organize events,
tattoo pageants, fashion shows, parties, and tattoo gallery exhibits.

The Gypsy Queens provides a volunteer experience for heavily tattooed women who
want to become more active within the tattoo community, especially around issues
related to gender. The organization was focused on issues of representation of tattooed
women, yet their tattoo pageants reproduce the same femininity expectations around
appearance that they had apparently disavowed. Organizations such as this one dem-
onstrates the ways in which individuals can get involved in a tattoo leisure subculture
that one may not at first consider.

6 Conclusion: Can tattooing be leisure?

While tattooing has not previously been considered under Robert Stebbins’ theoretical
serious leisure rubric, this article has aimed to demonstrate that collecting tattoos can be
considered an illustrative activity for serious leisure. While collecting tattoos can be
both casual and serious, this article focuses on the serious female collector. The serious
collector shares the qualities of a serious leisure activity that Stebbins (2007; 2011)
articulates: perseverance, availability, extended effort, special benefit, unique subcul-
tural ethos, and a related personal identity. Collecting many tattoos continues to be
associated with deviance and subculture, especially for women, as tattoos are associ-
ated with masculine subcultures.

Tattoo collecting overlaps with many serious leisure pursuits, such as those involved
in music-taste subcultures, sports, or motorcycle club membership. Tattoos often reflect
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the hobbies and leisure interests of the collector in their imagery and design. And the
practice of planning a tattoo, saving money for it, going to the tattoo studio, bringing
along friends, getting the tattoo, and then showing it off in the following days as a sign
of conspicuous consumption, demonstrate the leisure nature of tattoo collecting. At-
tending tattoo conventions, collecting tattoos from esteemed artists, and entering tattoo
contests and magazine photographs that display one’s body art for an audience
demonstrates the next level of the serious collector.

The 36 participants in this study ranged in age, race and profession, but they shared a
common passion for using tattoos as a medium to express their other passions in life.
While getting a tattoo was a serious leisure event, they were also expressing their love
of their other serious leisure pursuits by documenting them in permanent ink. They also
felt that their tattoos expressed their identity, both through the imagery with which they
decorated themselves, and the way in which becoming heavily tattooed transformed
their self-perception and interaction with their social world. This was more dynamic for
women than men, as they had to work against gender-based stigma critical of women
becoming heavily tattooed, as it continues to be seen as a masculine endeavor,
especially once tattoos become extensively visible.

Like all subcultures and serious leisure pursuits, the tattoo community has its own
specific ethos, or subcultural capital, which provides a distinction between casual
members and esteemed adherents. For example, individuals are expected to collect
tattoos in a specific order: getting private areas of the body before visible areas, going
to respected artists, taking care of one’s self physically (i.e., eating enough and not
being drunk), and collecting images that are valued in the community (traditional
Americana designs, zombies, horror images). Serious members may gather physically
with other members of the community, especially at tattoo conventions and studios. A
member of the community identifies as a tattooed person and feels a connection and
affinity towards other similarly tattooed people, if only because they experience a
similar social treatment.
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