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ABSTRACT 

 

The empirical relationship between inmates with and without tattoos upon post-release 
recidivism has been virtually ignored in modern criminological research.  Only one published 
study has directly examined the relationship between inmate tattoos and recidivism (Putnins, 
2002).  This study tracked 898 released Australian juvenile offenders for a brief period and found 
support for a link between tattoos and violent recidivism.  The purpose of the current study is to 
provide a rigorous empirical assessment of the consequence of inmate tattoos on the likelihood 
of recidivism among a large cohort of offenders released from prison.  The study examines a 
cohort of 79,749 released inmates from Florida prisons from 1995 through 2001 and tracks them 
over a three year follow-up to assess the impact of several tattoo variables on recidivism.   
Findings reveal that released inmates with tattoos, particularly numerous and highly visible ones, 
are more likely to be reconvicted during the follow-up period.  Further, the findings indicate that 
there are two distinct inmate profiles namely the younger novice to the corrections system and 
the older, longer-term prisoner that are distinguishable by the number of tattoos possessed that 
increase the odds of recidivism.  The implications of the findings are discussed in terms of 
policy, theory, and future research.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

The U.S. prison population has nearly tripled in the past two decades, from 

approximately 563,000 inmates incarcerated in 1987 to almost 1.6 million in January 2008 

(PEW, 2008; West & Sabol, 2009).  Today, approximately 725,000 inmates are released from 

state and federal prisons annually, exceeding the total prison population from just two decades 

ago (West & Sabol, 2009).  Sixty-six percent of these released inmates will be rearrested for new 

offenses, 47% will be reconvicted, and 40% will return to prison within three years (Beck & 

Shipley; 1997; Langan & Levin, 2002).  As these statistics demonstrate, there is a continuing 

need to identify the salient predictors of recidivism.  Prisoners’ transitioning from prison to 

reentry into the free community can be seen as an interrelated process that involves three broad 

stages, including those which occur prior to incarceration, during the term of imprisonment, and 

following release to the community (Petersilia & Travis, 2001; Visher & Travis, 2003; Kubrin & 

Stewart, 2006; and Zhang et al., 2006).        

Broadly speaking, four sets of predictors impact the three stages of prisoner reentry 

including 1) individual characteristics such as demographic characteristics, pre-prison 

conditions, and during prison and immediate release circumstances, 2) family factors, 3) 

community-related characteristics, and 4) policy mandates enforced by the State (Visher & 

Travis, 2003).  Each set of predictors has been extensively investigated and deemed important in 

understanding and predicting inmate reentry outcomes.  This study exclusively focuses on the 

first dimension as it relates to the inmate reentry outcome of recidivism.   

Research by criminologists has established several empirical patterns useful in predicting 

recidivism based on personal characteristics of inmates.  We know, for example, that inmates 

carry demographic characteristics and other social status indicators with them into the prison 

world, certain categories of which are significant predictors of recidivism: being young, male, 

black, and poorly educated (Wolfgang et al., 1972; Gainey et al., 2000; Langan et al., 2003).  

Further, we know that prisoners bring with them prior criminal experiences also linked to 

increased recidivism: those committing property offenses and with more past convictions and 

incarcerations (Hepburn & Albonetti, 1994; Gendreau et al., 1996; Schwaner, 1998; Gainey et 
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al., 2000; Spohn & Holleran, 2002).  Furthermore, it has been established that inmate conditions 

occurring during confinement are prognosticators of future offending, including inmates who are 

housed in more secure correctional facilities and those having more disciplinary infractions while 

incarcerated, have an increased likelihood of recidivism than do prisoners housed in less secure 

institutions and inmates having fewer disciplinary write-ups (Chen & Shapiro, 2007; Bales & 

Mears, 2008; Kohl et al., 2008).  Moreover, prior research has documented the increased 

probability of recidivism that is correlated with circumstances occurring after the prisoner is 

freed.  For instance, offenders who are required to be supervised following prison release (or in 

lieu of incarceration: Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Chiricos et al., 2007), inmates achieving post-

release job stability (Sampson & Laub, 1993; Sampson & Laub, 1997; Harer, 1994), and those 

who have stable marriages (Sampson & Laub, 1993) are less likely to recidivate than are 

offenders not supervised, unemployed or underemployed, and alienated from family.  Taken 

together, these factors paint the picture of a profile of the recidivist as an offender from a 

subaltern social position, whose criminality is ratified and intensified by a criminogenic inmate 

culture, and whose prospects for a productive future is bleak (Hallett, 2011).   

This common profile of the recidivist, however, seems to exclude a personal attribute that 

may represent an additional social status indicator offenders possess prior to prison or acquired 

during their prison stay, which may be reflective of their incarceration experiences.  In either 

case, researchers have neglected to assess whether inmate tattoos are empirically linked to 

recidivism outcomes.  Only one study was located that examined the impact of inmate tattoos on 

recidivism (Putnins, 2002).  Results from that study offer preliminary indications that an 

empirical link does exist between inmate tattoos and violent recidivism.  The properties of 

tattoos as a physical alteration of the human body that is visible, relatively permanent, and 

attainable either before, during, or after incarceration seem to warrant a comprehensive empirical 

exploration into the relationship between tattoos and recidivism.  Because tattoos have these 

features, connections between inmate tattoos and recidivism may be accounted for by low self-

control (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990), labeling processes (e.g. Becker, 1963; Link et al., 1987), 

and inmate subculture (Clemmer, 1940; Sykes, 1958; Sykes & Messinger, 1960; Irwin & 

Cressey, 1962).            

This study’s purpose is to provide an empirical assessment of the relationship between 

inmate tattoos and recidivism to determine whether the inclusion of this visible and indelible 
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physical feature into the set of existing individual-level predictors of recidivism is warranted.  

Using data comprised of a cohort of 79,749 inmates released from Florida prisons between 1995 

through 2001, the cohort was tracked for a three-year period to determine if and when 

reconviction for new offenses occur.  The primary interest is to empirically assess whether the 

tattoos of this cohort of releasing inmates are linked to differential recidivism outcomes versus 

nontattooed inmates.       

The chapters that follow include a literature review comprised of several subsections in 

which individual-level predictors of recidivism are identified, studies examining tattoo-

recidivism links are discussed, and studies assessing tattoo prevalence in incarcerated 

populations are reviewed.  The following chapter describes this study’s data and analytic 

methods.  The findings chapter follows, and the study concludes with a discussion of the findings 

in relation to theory, future research, and policy implications.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
2.1 Individual-Level Predictors of Recidivism 

 
Recidivism is a key reentry outcome used to gauge whether inmate transitioning from 

prison to the community is successful or not, particularly in relation to the inmate’s long-term 

reintegration into society.  Recidivism, put simply, is the offending by an individual previously 

convicted and punished for a criminal offense (Maltz, 1984).  Recidivism is typically measured 

by determinations of whether an inmate is rearrested, reconvicted, or reincarcerated for a new 

criminal offense within a predetermined time period after being released from confinement 

(Maltz, 1984; Spohn & Holleran, 2002; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Bales & Mears, 2008; Kohl et 

al., 2008).  The conventional post release follow-up time frame for recidivism studies is two to 

three years (Florida Department of Corrections, 2001; Kohl et al., 2008; Mears & Bales, 2009).          

Several individual-level factors have been shown to be important determinants of 

recidivism based on prior research and are the focus of this part of the literature review.  These 

factors can be grouped into four broad categories that reflect the inmate’s 1) personal 

demographic characteristics, 2) before prison circumstances, 3) prison experiences, and 4) 

immediate release situations (Visher & Travis, 2003).   

 
2.1.1 Individual Demographics  
 

Inmates possess four demographic characteristics consistently identified in prior studies 

as being important predictors of recidivism.  These personal traits of inmates include age at 

release, sex, race, and ethnicity.  Concerning age at release, prior research has consistently found 

that younger inmates who are released from prison are more likely to recidivate and recidivate 

sooner than older released inmates (Beck & Shipley, 1987; Visher et al., 1991; Hepburn & 

Albonetti, 1994; Gendreau et al., 1996; Beck & Shipley, 1997; Spohn & Holleran, 2002; Langan 

et al., 2003; Putnins, 2005; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Bales & Mears, 2008; Kohl et al., 2008).  It 

should be noted that this inverse relationship between inmate age at release and recidivism may 

be nonlinear in certain circumstances (Langan & Levin, 2002; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Langan 
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et al., 2003).  For instance, it has been shown that younger sex offenders who are released are 

more likely to commit a new sex offense than are older released sex offenders—with the 

exception of the 35-39 age range, where the likelihood of recidivism spikes back to the level of 

the 18-24 age range (Langan et al., 2003).  

Prior recidivism studies show the released inmate’s sex is a strong determinant of 

recidivism, regardless of whether recidivism is measured as rearrest, reconviction, or 

reincarceration.  These studies reflect that male inmates are much more likely to recidivate than 

are female inmates (Blumstein et al., 1986; Beck & Shipley, 1987; Anderson et al., 1991; 

Gendreau et al., 1996; Beck & Shipley, 1997; Gainey et al., 2000; Langan & Levin, 2002; Spohn 

& Holleran, 2002; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Bales & Mears, 2008).  

The race of released inmates has been consistently found to be strongly predictive of 

recidivism.  Black inmates are significantly more likely to recidivate and recidivate earlier than 

are white inmates (Wolfgang et al., 1972; Blumstein et al., 1986; Beck & Shipley, 1987; 

Anderson et al., 1991; Hepburn & Albonetti, 1994; Gendreau et al., 1996; Beck & Shipley, 1997; 

Langan & Levin, 2002; Spohn & Holleran, 2002; Langan et al., 2003; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; 

Bales & Mears, 2008; Kohl et al., 2008).  

The ethnicity of released inmates is becoming distinguished from race in recent 

recidivism studies that sample from United States prisoner populations.  Specifically, inmate 

ethnicity typically is dichotomized as Hispanic versus non-Hispanic.  The findings pertaining to 

recidivism differences between released Hispanic and non-Hispanic inmates are less clear-cut 

than those for age, sex, and gender differences.  Overall, evidence leans toward Hispanic inmates 

being slightly less likely to recidivate post-release than non-Hispanic inmates (Langan & Levin, 

2002; Langan et al., 2003).  However, there are studies showing the reverse pattern: Hispanic 

inmates are slightly more likely to recidivate than non-Hispanic inmates (Beck & Shipley, 1997; 

Anderson et al., 1991) or that there are no differences in recidivism outcomes between released 

Hispanic and non-Hispanic inmates (Kubrin & Stewart, 2006).  This ambiguity in findings across 

studies pertaining to the impact of inmate ethnicity on recidivism may be due, in part, to 

deportation differences of Hispanic inmates across jurisdictional purviews of the individual 

studies.  No studies were noted to have controlled for the immigration status of Hispanic 

offenders.   
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2.1.2 Before Prison Experiences 
 

An important pre-prison circumstance for inmates that has been demonstrated as 

associated with post-release recidivism is the offender’s educational level.  Clearly, unlike the 

relatively stable demographic characteristics of offenders, this attribute is dynamic and can be 

amended by the inmate either during prison or following release through various educational 

programs.  However, inmate educational level has been less frequently examined by researchers.  

A consistent finding in prior recidivism studies is that less-educated prisoners who are released 

are more likely to recidivate than inmates with more education (Beck & Shipley, 1987; Visher et 

al., 1991; Gendreau et al., 1996; Beck & Shipley, 1997). 

Other pre-prison circumstances of inmates that previous studies have demonstrated as 

being important predictors of recidivism involve a host of legal situations largely summarized as 

criminal history factors.  The recidivism literature identifies four such criminal history-related 

circumstances that are predictive of post-release offending regardless of whether recidivism is 

measured as rearrest, reconviction, or reincarceration.  These four factors include the offense to 

which the inmate was currently incarcerated (i.e. instant offense), the number of prior felony 

convictions, the number of former incarcerations, and the number of prior supervision violations.   

Recidivism studies examining offense type typically differentiate four major categories of 

offenses including property offenses, violent offenses, drug offenses, and other offenses.  A 

common finding in recidivism studies that include offense type in the analysis is that inmates 

incarcerated for property offenses are significantly more likely to recidivate after release than 

inmates imprisoned for violent offenses (Beck & Shipley, 1987; Visher et al., 1991; Beck & 

Shipley, 1997; Langan & Levin, 2002; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Kohl et al., 2008).  Inmates 

incarcerated for drug and other offense categories tend to vary across studies as to whether they 

are less likely to recidivate than violent offenders or whether their likelihood of reoffending falls 

somewhere between that of property offenders and violent offenders.    

Both the number of prior convictions and the number of former incarcerations prior to the 

current imprisonment have been consistently demonstrated to be important predictors of post-

release recidivism.  Inmates who have more prior convictions are significantly more likely to 

recidivate than are inmates with fewer convictions (Beck & Shipley, 1987; Visher et al., 1991; 

Gendreau et al., 1996; Spohn & Holleran, 2002; Langan et al., 2003; Putnins, 2005; Bales & 

Mears, 2008).  Likewise, inmates who have been imprisoned more in the past are more likely to 
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recidivate than inmates with fewer prior incarcerations (Anderson et al., 1991; Visher et al., 

1991; Gendreau et al., 1996; Beck & Shipley, 1997; Langan & Levin, 2002; Putnins, 2005; Bales 

& Mears, 2008).  Finally, the number of supervisory violations convicted offenders had in 

connection with their past convictions and incarcerations also have been identified in prior 

studies as an important determinant of recidivism.  The consistent finding of studies that include 

this factor in their models of recidivism is that offenders with more past supervisory violations 

are more likely to recidivate than are offenders with fewer supervisory violations (Chiricos et al., 

2007; Visher et al., 1991). 

 
2.1.3 During Prison Conditions  
 

The recidivism literature identifies three additional factors shown to help predict 

recidivism for inmates released from prison.  These three predictors can be collectively 

characterized as during-prison conditions and include institutional security level, length of 

sentence served, and number of disciplinary infractions.  The security level to which an inmate is 

assigned rarely has been examined in recidivism studies and typically is measured as whether the 

inmate has been housed in a minimum-medium-or maximum-security facility during the period 

immediately prior to release.  Recent studies highlight the key finding that inmates assigned to 

lower security levels have a reduced likelihood of recidivism than do prisoners assigned to 

higher security levels (Massachusetts Sentencing Commission, 2002; Chen & Shapiro, 2007; 

Kohl et al., 2008).   

The length of the inmate’s sentence, usually measured as the number of months actually 

served, has been examined frequently in recidivism studies.  However, the evidence for a 

connection between the time an inmate serves in confinement and recidivism is equivocal.  Some 

prior studies have demonstrated that months served is unrelated to recidivism (Beck & Shipley, 

1987; Gottfredson, 1999; Langan et al., 2003).  Other studies indicate that inmates released after 

serving long sentences are less likely to recidivate than inmates serving shorter prison sentences 

(Beck & Shipley, 1997; Bales & Mears, 2008). Still other studies show that inmates serving 

longer prison terms have an increased likelihood of recidivism compared to inmates serving 

shorter prison sentences (Visher et al., 1991).   

Finally, the impact of the number of inmates’ disciplinary infractions while incarcerated 

on their post-release recidivism has rarely been examined; in fact, this factor has only recently 
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begun to be included in predictive models of recidivism.  Although more research is needed to 

access the relationship between disciplinary infractions and later recidivism, the evidence thus 

far indicates that inmates with greater numbers of institutional disciplinary infractions are more 

likely to recidivate than are released inmates who had less prison disciplinary write-ups (Bales & 

Mears, 2008).   

 
2.1.4 After Release Circumstances 
 
 Many post-release circumstances impact inmate reentry experiences and outcomes.  Key 

factors influencing recidivism that occurs after inmates are released include employment 

conditions, support system status (i.e. marital or family cohesiveness), and whether supervision 

is required.1  Only the latter is examined here.  Prior studies examining the impact of offender 

supervision on recidivism have typically demonstrated that offenders required to be supervised 

are less likely to recidivate than are offenders whose supervision is not mandated (Cox, 2006; 

Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Calhoun et al., 2008; Phillipp, 2009). 

 
2.2 Inmate Tattoos and Recidivism 

 
Based on the recidivism literature reviewed, there is little doubt that individual-level 

factors are important risk factors for recidivism.  These risk factors are, however, essentially 

static (Andrews & Bonta, 1994).  Prior research has neglected to examine whether a potentially 

relevant individual-level characteristic of prisoners, which is dynamic in nature, may further 

improve our understanding and prediction of inmate transitioning from prison life to successful 

functioning in the community.  This factor, broadly speaking, is that inmates possessing tattoos 

who may have a differential likelihood of recidivism than do non-tattooed inmates.  Inmate 

tattoos may be a dynamic risk factor that Andrews and Bonta (1994) refer to as those expressing 

criminogenic needs, or constantly evolving criminal attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors that may 

benefit from specific prison programs (see also Gendreau et al., 1996).     

                                                 
1 Post-release employment status seems to be particularly relevant to the tattoo-recidivism relationship in that 
inmates with tattoos, particularly noticeable tattoos, may have an even greater difficulty acquiring gainful 
employment than is the general case for ex-cons.  Although an examination of the role employment serves as a 
possible mediator between tattoos and recidivism is important to know, it is beyond the scope of this study.      
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Only one published study directly examined the effect of tattooing on recidivism for 

released inmates (Putnins, 2002).  The study examined 898 juvenile offenders incarcerated in 

two juvenile correctional facilities in South Australia.  The study had a very limited set of 

tattooing factors, including whether subjects had any tattoos and whether they regretted them.  

Also, the Putnins (2002) study only controlled for sex, race, age, and prior drug use while 

omitting other relevant controls that have been found to be predictive of recidivism, such as the 

before prison circumstances and during prison conditions previously discussed.  Lastly, the study 

tracked the released inmates over a six-month follow-up period to determine whether 

reconviction occurred, instead of employing a two-year or three-year follow-up commonly used 

in recidivism studies.  Results from the Putnins (2002) study, even with these limitations, 

demonstrated that those youth released from custody bearing any tattoos were significantly more 

likely to be reconvicted for a new violent offense.  However, there were no differences between 

tattooed and nontattooed inmates concerning reconviction for any new crime or reconviction of 

nonviolent new offenses. 

Another study indirectly assessed the relationship between inmate tattoos and recidivism 

by measuring the risk probabilities for recidivism rather than actual incidents of recidivism via 

the Self-Appraisal Questionnaire (SAQ; Lozano et al., 2010).2  The SAQ is a multifaceted, third-

generation inmate assessment instrument with dual functions of appraising prisoner program 

needs (e.g. anger management classes) and providing post-release risk-assessment (i.e. 

recidivism; Bonta, 1996; Loza et al., 2005; Walters, 2006).  Both functions are achieved by 

tapping criminal attitudes and beliefs through an evaluation of inmates on eight key factors found 

in research to be predictive of recidivism and institutional needs (Loza et al., 2004; Campbell et 

al., 2009).  The actuarial function of the SAQ comprises six of the eight subscales purporting to 

predict the risk for violent and nonviolent recidivism, including 1) criminal tendencies, 2) 

antisocial personality problems, 3) conduct problems, 4) criminal history, 5) alcohol and drug 

abuse, and 6) antisocial associates (Loza, 1996; Loza & Loza-Fanous, 2000; Loza & Loza-

Fanous, 2001).  The SAQ accomplishes this recidivism-risk function by way of a 67 item 

true/false self-report survey (Summers & Loza, 2004; Kingston et al., 2007).  The SAQ, invented 

by Loza in 1996, was the first psychometric, self-report instrument used in the prediction of 

violent and nonviolent recidivism (Loza, 1996; Loza et al., 2005). 

                                                 
2 This is the same study as Rozycki (2007) which was the lead author’s doctoral dissertation.     
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There has been considerable skepticism voiced in the psychometric literature concerning 

the acceptability of the psychometric properties of self-report measures in predicting recidivism 

as compared to risk-appraisal procedures based on clinical diagnostic criteria (Edens et al., 2000; 

Walters, 2006).  The primary complaints levied against self-report instruments predicting 

recidivism were common-sense-based concerns of respondent deception and poor content 

validity (Edens et al., 2000).  The advent and use of such diagnostic instruments as the Level of 

Service Inventory—Revised (LSI—R; Andrews & Bonita, 1995) and the Psychopathy 

Checklist—Revised (PCL—R; Hare, 1991) have overshadowed self-report measures as the 

procedure of choice used by practitioners making inmate risk evaluations during the 1990s and 

early 2000s (Walters, 2006).   These risk-appraisal measures earned the confidence of 

practitioners due to their empirical validation gained through such studies as Gendreau et al. 

(1996) and Gendreau et al. (2002).  Conclusions from those two meta-analyses were that the 

LSI-R was the gold-standard for all recidivism prediction scales.   

The past five years have witnessed growth in a body of literature empirically assessing 

how well self-report instruments perform, such as the SAQ compared to the LSI-R and other 

actuarial measures of recidivism.  Two recent meta-analyses capture the major findings of this 

research (Walters, 2006; Campbell et al., 2009).  Collectively, these meta-analyses examined 110 

studies and concluded that the LSI-R had only slightly better effect sizes over self-report 

instruments that were “content relevant,” such as the SAQ.  As Walter’s (2006) stated:  

Content-relevant self-report measures are psychological surveys and inventories 

developed specifically for criminal offender and antisocial client populations with item 

content that features criminal offending and antisocial behavior. Using these criteria, the 

CSS, PICTS, PQC, SAQ, and ANT were classified as content-relevant self-report 

measures.  (Walters, 2006) 

Specifically, these five self-report measures had statistically indistinguishable effect sizes from 

the LSI-R (Walters, 2006).  Further, the SAQ was found to be the second overall best recidivism 

prediction measure, next to that of the LSI-R (Campbell et al., 2009).  As a consequent result of 

the past five years of research, the previous conclusion that self-report recidivism-risk measures, 

such as the SAQ, are lacking in content validity has been negated while demonstrating that the 

SAQ achieves an acceptable level of concurrent validity (Loza et al., 2000).                   
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More important than this determination that the SAQ has “psychometric quality,” 

rendering it acceptably valid (Thornberry & Krohn, 2000), is the examination of the SAQ’s 

predictive validity: how well SAQ scores predict actual incidents of recidivism.  Loza and his 

associates conducted a series of studies examining the relationship between SAQ scores and 

recidivism for federally incarcerated male Canadian inmates at two-year (Loza & Loza-Fanous, 

2001), five-year (Loza & Green, 2003; Loza & Loza-Fanous, 2003), and nine-year follow-up 

periods (Kingston et al., 2007).  A key finding from this series of studies was that the SAQ 

predicted violent recidivism with 71% accuracy and general recidivism with 78% accuracy.  

Further, when the Canadian inmate sample was divided into low, medium, and high risk groups, 

based upon SAQ scores, nonviolent recidivism was four times greater for the high risk inmates 

than low risk inmates, and violent recidivism was 10 times greater for high risk inmates than low 

risk inmates.  Similar findings were obtained at each follow-up period.  Additionally, the SAQ 

was found to be a similarly effective recidivism prediction tool for inmates in Australia, the 

United States, Singapore, and England (Loza et al., 2004; Summers & Lazo, 2004) as well as for 

females and different races (Loza et al., 2005).  As a result, the conclusion reached concerning 

the predictive validity of the SAQ, as a self-report, psychometric measure, is that the instrument 

is fairly effective for predicting violent and nonviolent recidivism.    

The sample for the Lozano et al. (2010) study consisted of 208 male inmates incarcerated 

in three Texas Department of Corrections prisons in the Lubbock, Texas area.  The sample was 

divided into three groups including inmates with tattoos acquired in prison or having prison-

related content (n=81), inmates having non-prison related tattoos (n=75), and non-tattooed 

inmates (n=52).  A fourth group was created to serve as a control group, consisting of male 

college students (n=66).  Findings from Lozano (2010), overall, indicate that inmates bearing 

tattoos acquired in prison or having prison-related themes had significantly higher SAQ scores 

and were thus at a greater risk for violent and nonviolent recidivism than inmates with non-

prison related tattoos or inmates not tattooed.  Their findings also demonstrated that all three 

inmate groups had significantly higher SAQ scores than did male college students.  Further, 

findings from the study revealed that inmates with visible tattoos had significantly higher SAQ 

scores than inmates with concealed tattoos, suggesting that those tattooed inmates were at a 

greater risk for violent and nonviolent recidivism.       
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In conclusion, prior research has identified 13 individual-level factors that help explain 

and predict prisoner recidivism.  These individual offender characteristics can be conceived 

using a schema that subdivides them into four broad categories, including individual 

demographics, before prison experiences, during prison conditions, and after release 

circumstances (Visher & Travis, 2003).  As a set of risk factors, these predictors are, for the most 

part, relatively static in nature (Andrews & Bonta, 1994; Gendreau et al., 1996).  A commitment 

to improving the prevailing predictive and explanatory models of recidivism must remain a 

continuing priority for criminology.  For this purpose, inmate tattoos are a dynamic characteristic 

of prisoners that may signal an additional risk factor for recidivism that Andrews and Bonta 

(1994) refer to as dynamic (see also Gendreau et al., 1996).  Despite an interest in and extensive 

literature on tattoos and crime over the past century and a half, the potential connection between 

tattoos and recidivism has been virtually ignored in criminological research.  Results from the 

Putnins (2002) and Lozano (2010) studies clearly demonstrate that a comprehensive empirical 

assessment of inmate tattoos and recidivism is warranted.       

 
2.3 Tattoo Prevalence within Prisons 

 
Care must be taken to recognize the intricacies that tattoo prevalence rates have in 

modern society when attempting to compare tattoo prevalence rates between certain.  Based on 

the conclusions reached from the tattoo history discussion laid out in Appendix A, we know in a 

broad sense that an important feature of the criminal tattoo is that it is a symbol of the lower-

class segments of Western society and that this essential aspect of the tattoo has been an 

historical constant. However, there are fluctuations in tattoo prevalence rates within a society 

over time due largely to the whimsical relationship that the middle class has with tattoos.    

The flightiness of the middle-class appetite for tattoos produces historical moments when 

this lower-class symbol is temporarily appropriated by the middle classes, as was the case around 

1900 in England and the United States, in which each witnessed tattoo fads lasting several years 

and a proliferation in the overall incidence of tattoos.  This complication due to fluctuations in 

the trendiness of tattoos within the middle class makes pointless any tattoo prevalence 

comparisons over time.   

For instance, even if figures were available, it would be irresponsible to compare the 

incidence of tattoos by armed service members at different times and then to conclude that the 
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incidence of tattooing within this subculture had increased or decreased.  Differences over time 

in this subculture would largely reflect fluctuations in the middle class.  A meaningful 

comparison, on the other hand, would be to compare tattoo prevalence rates for armed service 

members against the general public at different times.  Those differentials have a tendency to be 

relatively stable over time and are a good barometer for indicating the relative inclination of 

societal groups more likely to be tattooed.   

The instant study reviews the tattoo and crime literature to determine whether the practice 

of tattooing is engaged in more frequently by offender than nonoffender populations.  If found 

that possessing tattoos significantly distinguishes criminals from non-criminals, then a further 

exploration of whether having tattoos differentiates segments within inmate populations—

specifically the recidivist from the non-recidivist—might be warranted.  This literature review 

identified 63 studies that provided 46 prevalence findings conducted from 1864 to present.  As a 

result of era, nationality, and academic discipline differences, the tattoo prevalence findings 

presented here will be grouped into studies conducted 1864-1915 and 1933 to present. 

The early era tattoo-crime research was conducted primarily in Western Europe by early 

criminological positivists whose overall objective for investigating criminal tattooing was to 

demonstrate that the prevalence of tattooing was greater for confined criminal offenders than 

other confined populations (e.g. mental patients) or nonoffender groups (e.g. military 

servicemen).3  A total of 51 studies conducted between 1864 and 1915 were identified and 

reviewed which yielded 33 discernible prevalence findings.  The overall conclusion reached 

from these early era studies concerning tattoo prevalence is that tattooing varies according to the 

specific composition of the population sampled.  Male prisoner populations, overall, displayed 

the highest tattoo prevalence with findings ranging across studies from 2%-43% for an average 

of about 20% tattooed (Lombroso, 1874; Alborghetti, 1873;4 Lombroso, 1876; Lacassagne, 

1881; Goring, 1913).   

                                                 
3 Not surprisingly, institutionalized mental patients and military servicemen were the commonly used comparison 
groups for early era tattoo-crime studies, as surveys of tattoo prevalence within the general public did not exist 
during this time frame.  It has been demonstrated in more modern times that military service members have a 
tendency to be tattooed significantly more so than the general public, making this group a poor representation of the 
general population.       

4 Cited by Lombroso (1876) and Ellis (1895). 
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However, the tattoo prevalence rates for female criminal offenders were substantially 

lower with variations across studies ranging from 0.5%-1.7% for an average of 0.9% (Baroffio, 

1873;5 Lombroso, 1876; Lombroso & Ferrero, 1915).  Tattoo prevalence among prostitutes was 

considerably higher than for female offenders generally, ranging from 0-37% for an average of 

8.5% (Soresina, 1873;6 De Albertis, 1888; Lombroso, 1896; de Blasio, 1905).  A comparison of 

these offender groups with confined and non-confined nonoffender populations reveal that the 

tattoo prevalence rates for male criminal offenders was substantially higher than either soldiers 

or confined mental patients.  Tattoo prevalence for soldiers ranged from 1.2%-11.6% for an 

average of 5.6% (Lombroso, 1864; Baroffio, 1873; Lombroso, 1876; Baer, 1893) while tattooing 

prevalence for male institutionalized mental patients was 16.3% compared to 6.8% among 

female mental patients (Riva, 1888).7  The important conclusion from these early tattoo 

prevalence findings is that male prisoners were more than three times more tattooed than a 

nonoffender comparison group.      

Eleven contemporary studies were identified in which discernible tattoo prevalence rates 

could be ascertained for adult prisoner populations (e.g. Hooten, 1939; Haines & Huffman, 1958; 

Fox, 1976; Strang et al., 2000).  The overall pattern established during the early era research on 

criminal tattooing—that male criminal offenders are disproportionately more tattooed than are 

other population groups—has also been demonstrated in these contemporary studies.  The 

findings from these studies reflect a range of tattoo prevalence, primarily in U.S. state and 

federal prisons, from 14%-65.2% for an average of 45% for adult male prisoners and 42% for 

adult female inmates.  Omitting the two findings of 14% tattoo prevalence for adult male inmates 

as possible outliers results in an average tattoo prevalence rate of 52% for adult male prison 

populations.8  DeMello (1993) conducted an ethnographical study of California prisons and 

                                                 
5 Cited by Lombroso (1876). 

6 Cited by Lombroso (1876).  

7 Cited by Ellis (1895). 

8 One of the 14% findings could be an outlier because it drew from a sample of exclusively white inmates in 
Gainesville, FL (Newman, 1982), while the other was conducted from a prison sample very early in this 
contemporary period (Hooten, 1939); an era several decades proceeding the tremendous rise in popularity of 
tattooing within the general U.S. public which began in the 1980s and is commonly referred to as the “tattoo 

renaissance” (DeMello, 1995; DeMello, 2000; Irwin, 2001; Sanders, 2008; Silver et al., 2009).    
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estimated that more than half of the U.S. male prison population is tattooed; a conclusion that is 

virtually identical to the estimate determined here.   

The tattoo prevalence rate for the general population within the United States has only 

begun to be determined and has been fairly stable since 2003.  Several random national surveys 

consistently have placed the tattoo prevalence for the U.S. population as a whole at about 16% 

(Sever, 2003; Anderson, 2006; Harris Interactive, 2008) and modestly higher (about 24%) for 

individuals in the 18-50 age range (Laumann & Derik, 2006).  As a result of these tattoo 

prevalence findings, it can be concluded that inmates are two to three times more tattooed than 

the U.S. population in general, clearly making tattooing a characteristic useful for broadly 

distinguishing offenders from nonoffenders.  A second and perhaps equally important conclusion 

reached from the specific finding—that about one-half of all adult U.S. prisoners are tattooed—is 

that tattoos as an inmate characteristic reflects an ideal degree of variability which may afford a 

useful means for differentiating within inmate populations, and revealing patterns predictive of 

recidivism outcomes. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

3.1 Research Questions 
 

The prior research documents links existing between tattoos and various crime indicators. 

The present study evaluates the potential links between inmate tattoos and recidivism.  The study 

addresses nine research questions.  First, do inmates with one or more tattoos have an increased 

likelihood of recidivism compared to inmates with no tattoos?  Second, does the number of 

inmate tattoos increase the likelihood of recidivism?  Third, do inmates possessing at least one 

visible tattoo have an increased likelihood of recidivism compared to inmates with concealed 

tattoos?  Fourth, does the number of visible tattoos increase the likelihood of recidivism? Fifth, 

among inmates who recidivate, is there a greater likelihood of those with one or more tattoos 

recidivating for violent offenses versus non-violent offenses?  Sixth, do the effects of inmates 

having one or more tattoos on recidivism differ across various inmate characteristics and before, 

during and after prison experiences, including, sex, race, ethnicity, age, educational proficiency, 

type of prison commitment offense, prior prison commitments, and level of custody upon prison 

release?  Seventh, do the effects of inmates having a greater number of tattoos on recidivism 

differ across various inmate characteristics and before, during and after prison experiences, 

including, sex, race, ethnicity, age, educational proficiency, type of prison commitment offense, 

prior prison commitments, and level of custody upon prison release?  Eighth, do the effects of 

inmates having one or more visible tattoos on recidivism differ across various inmate 

characteristics and before, during and after prison experiences, including, sex, race, ethnicity, 

age, educational proficiency, type of prison commitment offense, prior prison commitments, and 

level of custody upon prison release?  Ninth, do the effects of inmates having a greater number 

of visible tattoos on recidivism differ across various inmate characteristics and before, during 

and after prison experiences, including, sex, race, ethnicity, age, educational proficiency, type of 

prison commitment offense, prior prison commitments, and level of custody upon prison release? 

 
 



17 
 

3.2 Data and Variables 
 

The study examines the reconviction event for a cohort of adult inmates released from 

Florida state prisons between July 1995 and June 2001 (N=79,749).  Inmates comprising the 

cohort were tracked for at least three years following their release from prison.  The date of arrest 

for the new offense resulting in a felony conviction is used to determine if recidivism occurred 

within the three year follow-up period.  Measuring recidivism as reconviction was chosen 

because it has the advantages of emphasizing more serious crimes and improves confidence that 

reoffending actually occurred as compared to rearrest (Baumer, 1997; Bonta, Rugge, & 

Dauvergne, 2003; Villettaz, Martin, & Zoder, 2006; Davies & Dedel, 2006).  Table 3.1 provides 

descriptive statistics for each variable used in the analyses, which are discussed below.   

The study uses two specific measures of reconviction as dependent variables.  The first 

measure is operationalized as whether released prisoners were convicted for committing a new 

felony offense resulting in a sentence of community supervision, or confinement to jail or state 

prison within three years following release.  Table 3.1 shows that 43 percent of the cohort was 

reconvicted within three years following release from prison. This recidivism rate is similar to 

the 47 percent reported by both Beck and Shipley (1997) and Langan and Levin (2002) and 

identical to that reported by Bonta, Rugge, and Dauvergne (2003).  The second measure is 

operationalized as whether released prisoners were convicted for committing a new violent 

felony offense resulting in a sentence of community supervision, or confinement to jail or state 

prison within a three-year period from date of release.  A violent felony offense would include 

crimes such as homicide, rape, robbery, and assault.  Table 3.1 shows that 10% of the released 

inmates recidivated with a violent new offense, which is comparable to the 14% found by Bonta, 

Rugge, and Dauvergne (2003).        

The presence of inmate tattoos is the primary independent variable of interest and will be 

measured in four ways.9  First, whether inmates have at least one tattoo (1=yes) is a dichotomous 

measure.  As Table 3.1 indicates, 52% of the cohort possessed at least one tattoo which is 

identical to the tattoo prevalence rate for prisoners calculated across studies reported in section 

2.5 and the estimate provided by DeMello (1995).  Second, the number of tattoos inmates  

                                                 
9 Because of the lack of studies accessing the tattoo-recidivism link, an extended discussion of potentially relevant 
tattoo measures can be found in Appendix B.   
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Table 3.1:  Descriptive Statistics  
 
                                                                                                                          
 
 

Mean S.D. 

   
Dependent Variables   

Recidivism Within 3 Years after Prison Release (0=no, 1=yes)  .43 .50 
Violent Recidivism Within 3 Years after Prison Release (0=no, 

1=yes) 
 .10 .30 

   
Independent Variables   

Tattoos (0=no, 1=yes)   .52 .55 
Number of Tattoos 2.43 1.91 
Visible Tattoos (0=no, 1=yes)   .44 .50 
Number of Visible Tattoos 1.80 1.10 

   
Control Variables   

Sex (0=female, 1=male) .91 28 
Age at Release                                                                                             32.20 9.25 
White (0=black or Hispanic, 1 = white)10  .38 .48 
Black (0=white, 1=black, non-Hispanic) .57 .49 
Hispanic (0=no, 1=yes) .05 .23 
Educational Level 7.38 3.22 
Current Offense:   

       Violent (0=no, 1=yes) .36 .48 
       Property (0=no, 1=yes)16  .30 .46 
       Drug (0=no, 1=yes) .27 .44 
       Other (0=no, 1=yes) .07 .26 

Number of Prior Prison Commitments .99 1.43 
Number of Prior Felony Convictions 8.9 9.06 
Number of Prior Supervision Violations 1.51 1.39 
Supervision Following Prison Release (0=no, 1=yes) .37 .48 
Number of Months Served in Prison 29.21 25.92 
Number of Disciplinary Infractions While Incarcerated 1.07 16.11 
Minimum Custody Level at Release (0=no, 1=yes)16  .53 .50 
Medium Custody Level at Release (0=no, 1=yes) .32 .47 
High Custody Level at Release .15 .36 

________________________________________________________________________________ 
N=79, 749.  Exceptions include: number of tattoos in which only inmates with one or more tattoos were 
included in the analysis (n=41, 771), the number of visible tattoos in which inmates without visible 
tattoos were not included in the analysis (n=35, 132), and when the violent recidivism measures are used 
for only tattooed inmates that recidivated (n=34, 270).

                                                 
10 Variables used as reference categories in all subsequent tables. 
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possess is a continuous measure for inmates having at least one tattoo.  Of the 41,771 released 

inmates with at least one tattoo, those inmates had an average of 2.43 tattoos per inmate and their 

number of tattoos ranged from 1 to 50 tattoos. Third, inmates having at least one visible tattoo 

(1=yes) is a dichotomous measure.  Visible tattoos are those placed on the arm, hand, neck, or 

face.11  Of the 41,771 prisoners with at least one tattoo, 84% have at least one visible tattoo.  

Fourth, the number of visible tattoos inmates possess was employed as a continuous measure.  

Of the 35,132 inmates having at least one visible tattoo, those inmates averaged 1.80 visible 

tattoos that ranged from 1 to 37 per inmate. 

The 13 individual-level characteristics of offenders found in prior studies as predictive of 

recidivism, as reported in section 2.1, are incorporated into all multivariate models as control 

variables to bolster credence that the coefficients derived for the four tattoo variables on 

recidivism are unbiased.   The four demographic variables include sex (male=1), race (black=1), 

ethnicity (Hispanic=1), and age in years at the time of release, which is measured as a continuous 

variable.  Level of educational proficiency is measured as an inmate’s latest Test of Adult Basic 

Education (TABE) score prior to release.  The current offense type is measured using four 

dummy variables, including violent, property, drug, and other—with property crimes used as the 

reference category.  The most serious offense was used to represent offense type for inmates who 

were incarcerated for more than one charge.  The three measures of past criminal behavior 

occurring before the instant incarceration are also employed here as controls, including the 

number of prior incarcerations for felonies in Florida, the number of prior felony convictions, 

and the number of times released prisoners had previously violated the conditions of community 

supervision.  Each of these controls is measured as a continuous variable.  The three measures of 

inmate experiences occurring during incarceration are also controlled in this study.  Length of 

time served in prison is measured in months, the number of disciplinary infractions are measured 

using a continuous variable, and the institutional custody level at the time of release is measured 

via the three dummy variables of minimum, medium, and high, with minimum custody used as 

the reference category.  Finally, whether inmates are assigned post-release supervision status at 

the time of their release is also measured as a dichotomous variable (1=yes).     

                                                 
11 A limitation of this measure of tattoo visibility is that the data does not include the specific location on the arm 
where tattoos exist. Therefore, if a tattoo is on the upper arm, it will not be visible under a short-sleeve shirt.  
However, tattoos located on an inmate’s shoulder are specified in the data separately from those placed on the arm 
and are not defined as visible tattoos.  
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3.3 Analytic Strategy 

 
Because both measures of the dependent variable are dichotomous—reconviction and 

violent reconviction—binary logistic regression will be used in all models analyzed (Allison & 

Hauser, 1991; DeMaris, 1992; Menard, 1995).  Each binary logistical model in these multivariate 

analyses was screened for the possible existence of  multicollinearity by running the model with 

ordinary least squares regression and assessing the tolerance statistics for each variable as 

recommended by Allison (1991) to ensure the coefficients are not unstable. All of the tolerance 

levels were above .55 and the vast majority exceeded .70, well above the .40 threshold 

suggestive of a multicollinearity problem (Allison, 1991; Menard, 1995).   

Research questions one through four address, by a corresponding model (models 1-4), 

whether there are significant main effects—net controls—for each of the four tattoo measures on 

reconviction for any new felony.  The fifth research question is addressed in model five by 

ascertaining whether there is a significant main effect for inmates possessing at least one tattoo 

on violent recidivism.  Research questions six through nine address whether there are differential 

effects of having at least one tattoo, having a greater number of tattoos, having at least one 

visible tattoo, and having a greater number of visible tattoos across categories comprising each 

control variable on recidivism.  Specifically, this determination of whether the effect of each 

tattoo measure is significantly more consequential for one category of each control variable than 

other categories is conducted via interactional analyses that incorporate a multiplicative 

interaction term (e.g. race X tattoo visibility, yes/no) into each multivariate model that includes 

one of the tattoo measures and all 13 control variables.  Each interaction term is created by 

multiplying the tattoo measure by a selected inmate characteristic operating as a modifying 

variable (Brambor et al., 2006).  Thus, four sets of 13 models examine whether these various 

interactions are significant (Jaccard, 2001).  Interactions involving the tattoo (yes/no) and visible 

tattoo (yes/no) measures that are statistically significant are then graphically illustrated via 

predicted probability charts that visually depict differential recidivism outcomes across the 

various categories of the 13 individual-level inmate characteristics (Menard, 1995). 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 
FINDINGS 

 
4.1 Comparison of Tattoos and Inmate Characteristics  

 
Table 4.1 presents comparisons of inmate characteristics for released prisoners with 

tattoos versus those without tattoos and shows bivariate correlations between those inmate 

characteristics and recidivism.  Released inmates possessing at least one tattoo are more likely to 

recidivate by committing any new offense than those without a tattoo (47.9% vs. 37.6%), and are 

also more likely to recidivate with a new violent crime (12.4% vs. 7.3%).  Further, differences 

are noted across demographic characteristics of inmates with and without tattoos.  Male inmates 

have a tattoo prevalence of 54.7% compared to 28.3% for females, with males having a greater 

likelihood of recidivism (r=.151,p<.001).  Also, tattooed inmates are younger (30.0 versus 34.6 

years of age), and younger inmates have a greater likelihood of recidivism (r=-.247,p<.001).   

Finally, Hispanic inmates have a tattoo prevalence only slightly greater than whites (62.7% vs. 

60.1%), whereas black inmates are the racial/ethnic group that has the lowest tattoo prevalence 

(46.4%), a finding consistent with other studies (Haines & Huffman, 1958; Hamburger, 1966; 

Britt et al., 1972).   

Concerning inmate experiences prior to the instant incarceration, Table 4.1 indicates no 

substantive difference in the average educational level for inmates with tattoos (7.404) versus 

inmates not tattooed (7.349), while educational level has only a small effect on recidivism when 

other factors are not controlled (r=.008,p<.001).  Although differences were minimal, inmates 

incarcerated for property offenses (56.7%) were tattooed more frequently than inmates 

imprisoned for other offense types (54.9%), violent crimes (53.2%) and drug offenses (45.8%).  

Again, this finding is consistent with other studies (Goring, 1913; Haines & Huffman, 1958; Fox, 

1976).  The three indicators of prior criminal behavior reflect minimal differences between 

inmates with tattoos compared to inmates without tattoos.  Tattooed inmates, on average, had 

slightly fewer prior incarcerations (.944 vs. 1.04), prior convictions (8.86 vs. 8.99), and prior 

violations of supervision (1.47 vs. 1.57) than did inmates not tattooed.  Each of these measures 

are negatively associated with the likelihood of recidivism, however, at relatively weak or non- 
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Table 4.1: Mean comparisons of tattooing prevalence across inmate characteristics and 
correlations with recidivism 
 
 
 

 
Tattooed 
(n=41,771) 

 
Not 
Tattooed 
(n=39,978) 

Tattooed 
and 
Recidivism   
Correlations 
(n=79,749) 

    
Dependent Variables    

Recidivism Within 3 Years  .479  .376  .104*** 
Violent Recidivism Within 3 Years  .124  .073  .085*** 

    
Control Variables    

Male     .547     .453  .151*** 
Female     .283     .717 -.151*** 
Age at Release    30.023  34.591 -.247*** 
White      .601     .399  .120*** 
Black     .464     .536   -.139*** 
Hispanic     .627     .377    .048*** 
Educational Level   7.404   7.349    .008* 
Current Offense:    
       Violent     .532     .468    .012*** 
       Property     .567     .433  .056*** 
       Drug     .458     .542 -.080*** 
       Other     .549     .451  .014*** 
Number of Prior Prison Commitments     .944   1.039 -.033*** 
Number of Prior Felony Convictions   8.864   8.988   -.007 
Number of Prior Supervision 

Violations 
  1.467   1.568 -.036*** 

Supervision Following Prison Release     .546     .454  .033*** 
Number of Months Served in Prison  28.381 30.129  .034*** 
Number of Disciplinary Infractions   1.182     .950    .007 
Minimum Custody Level at Release     .485     .515 -.083*** 
Medium Custody Level at Release    .547     .453  .032*** 
High Custody Level at Release     .611     .389  .074*** 

________________________________________________________________________
______ 
* p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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 significant levels (prior conviction: -.033, p<.001; prior conviction: -.007, n.s.; prior supervision 

violations: -.036, p<.001). 

Regarding inmate characteristics associated with circumstances during their instant 

incarceration or post-release, Table 4.1 shows that inmates with at least one tattoo were 

sentenced to post-release supervision (54.6%) more so than were inmates not tattooed (45.4%). 

However, this supervision mandate is minimally associated with higher recidivism (r=.033, 

p<.001) without controlling for other factors.  Further, tattooed inmates served slightly shorter 

prison terms (28.4 months) as compared to inmates without a tattoo (30.1 months); longer prison 

terms are associated with increased recidivism (r=.034,p<.001).  Inmates with tattoos, on 

average, violated prison rules more so than did inmates without a tattoo (1.18 vs. .950 

disciplinary infractions); however, the number of disciplinary infractions is unrelated to 

recidivism outcomes (r=.007, n.s.).  Finally, Table 4.1 demonstrates that tattoo prevalence 

increases markedly as the custody level increases, with inmates assigned to low security level 

institutions at the time of release being tattooed at 48.5%, medium security level at 54.7%, and 

high security level at 61.1%.  Correspondingly, inmate custody level at release is associated with 

recidivism with minimum custody level designations being negatively associated with recidivism 

(r = -.08, p<.001), medium (r = .032; p<.001) and high (r = .074, p<.001) level designations 

being more positively associated with recidivism.  

The findings revealed in Table 4.1 suggest two important points.  First, there are 

meaningful differences between inmates with and without tattoos across the various inmate 

characteristics including demographic, before prison circumstances, and during prison and post-

release conditions.  Moreover, these characteristics are significantly associated with recidivism.  

Notable exceptions include educational level and the three measures of prior criminal behavior, 

which were either minimally significant or produced results opposite to those found in other 

studies.  Second, many of these same inmate characteristics found to be predictive of recidivism 

were found to be correlated with inmate tattoos as well.  For example, research has consistently 

demonstrated that male inmates are more likely to recidivate than female inmates (Beck & 

Shipley, 1997; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Bales & Mears, 2008). This data also shows that male 

inmates are tattooed in significantly greater numbers than female inmates, and that male inmates 

have a significantly greater likelihood of recidivism than do female inmates.  However, these 

correlations are at a bivariate level.  Attention now shifts to a discussion of the multivariate 
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models that demonstrate the impact each tattoo variable has on recidivism while controlling for 

other inmate characteristics and particularly those related to research questions one through five.  

                                        
4.2  Main Effect Models 

 
Table 4.2 contains the empirical results of five binary logistic regression models that, in 

sequence, address the first five research questions identified in section 3.1.  The five models also 

reveal that the control variables, each of which are individual-level inmate characteristics, 

demonstrate relationships to recidivism consistent with prior research which bolster confidence 

that the models are adequately specified and thus yield reliability coefficients concerning the 

tattoo measures.  Each model in Table 4.2 yielded coefficients pertaining to the four inmate 

demographic characteristics that were consistent with prior research.  Younger, black, and male 

inmates have significantly greater odds of recidivating as prior studies consistently have shown, 

whereas there is no effect of Hispanic ethnicity on recidivism.  Further, each of the inmate 

experiences occurring prior to incarceration was statistically significant and consistent with 

findings from previous studies.  Greater odds of recidivism were indicated for inmates with less 

education, property offenders, and those with more extensive criminal records as measured by 

prior incarcerations, convictions, and violations of supervision.  Finally, each of the inmate 

characteristics occurring during the instant incarceration and upon release were statistically 

significant and in accord with prior research.  Inmates required to undergo post-release 

supervision were significantly less likely to recidivate, while the number of months inmates 

served in prison is negatively associated with recidivism.  Also, as expected, inmates that were 

discipline problems while incarcerated and those assigned to higher institutional security levels 

immediately prior to release were significantly more likely to recidivate.  Overall, the 13 

individual-level inmate characteristics used here as controls were associated with recidivism as 

consistently demonstrated by prior studies, which increases the confidence that the coefficients 

for each tattoo measure in models one through five are reliable.     

Model 1 in Table 4.2 addresses research question one, which asks whether there is an 

increased likelihood of recidivism for inmates possessing at least one tattoo than inmates without 

any tattoos.  Model 1 shows that inmates having at least a single tattoo have a 42.2% greater 

odds of recidivism than non-tattooed inmates (beta=.352, p<.001).  Model 2 addresses research            
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Table 4.2: Logistic Regression Models of the Effects of Tattoos on Recidivism 
 
 
                                            Model 1:                               Model 2:                           Model 3: 

  Tattoo (y/n)                             Number of Tattoos12        Visible Tattoo (y/n)                                                        
            

   Beta S.E. 
Odds 
Ratio 

 
    Beta 

 
S.E. 

Odds 
Ratio Beta S.E. 

Odds 
Ratio 

          
Tattoos .352*** .016 1.422 .541*** .036 1.717 .208*** .016 1.232 
Male .195*** .028 1.215 .116* .049 1.123 .219*** .028 1.245 
Age at Release -.041*** .001 .960 -.040*** .002 .960 -.044*** .001 .957 
Black .484*** .019 1.623 .531*** .025 1.701 .425*** .018 1.529 
Hispanic -.008 .035 .992 .049 .044 1.050 -.020 .035 .990 
Educational Level -.032*** .003 .968 -.037*** .004 .964 -.034*** .003 .967 
Violent Offense -.439*** .021 .645 -.371*** .027 .690 -.442*** .020 .643 
Drug Offense -.097*** .021 .908 -.048 .030 .953 -.099*** .021 .906 
Other Offense -.064* .031 .938 -.009 .042 .991 -.061* .031 .940 
Prior Prison Commitments .178*** .007 1.195 .129*** .010 1.138 .184*** .007 1.202 
Prior Felony Convictions .009*** .001 1.009 .010*** .001 1.010 .009*** .001 1.009 
Prior Supervision 
Violations 

.128*** .007 1.136 .107*** .010 1 .113 .127*** .007 1.136 

Supervision Following 
Prison 

-.364*** .017 .695 -.352*** .023 .703 -.356*** .017 .700 

Months Served in Prison -.004*** .000 .996 -.003*** .000 .997 -.004*** .000 .996 
Disciplinary Infractions .002*** .001 1.002 .003*** .001 1.003 .002*** .001 1.002 
Medium Custody Level .171*** .018 1.186 .199*** .024 1.220 .178*** .017 1.195 
High Custody Level .425*** .023 1.530 .449*** .030 1.567 .438*** .023 1.550 
Intercept .449*** .055  .276** .090  .683*** .053  
          
Model Chi-Square /df 9187***   4329***   8882***   
Degrees of Freedom 17   17   17   
Nagelkerke R-square .146   .131   .141   
Number of Cases 79,749   41,771   79,749   
_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
* p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 

 
 
 
 
 
              
 

                                                 
12 Model includes only cases that had one or more tattoos. 
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Table 4.2—continued: Logistic Regression Models of the Effects of Tattoos on Recidivism    
 
 
                                                   Model 4:                           Model 5: 
                                              Number of                             One or More Tattoos 
                                                    Visible Tattoos                    and Violent Recidivism13 
       

 Beta  S.E. 
Odds                                                     
Ratio 

  
 Beta S.E. 

Odds 
Ratio 

          
Tattoos .522*** .043 1.686   .367*** .026 1.443 
Male .117 .073 1.124    .617*** .061 1.853 
Age at Release -.042*** .002  .959   -.050*** .002 .951 
Black .556*** .030 1.744    .327*** .030 1.387 
Hispanic .060 .055 1.062    -.020 .057 .980 
Educational Level -.034*** .004  .966    -.035*** .004 .965 
Violent Offense -.376*** .033  .686    .151*** .032 1.163 
Drug Offense -.028 .035  .972    -.244*** .035 .783 
Other Offense -.041 .050  .960    .041 .050 1.042 
Prior Prison Commitments .130*** .012 1.139    .100*** .011 1.105 
Prior Felony Convictions .010*** .002 1.010    .002 .001 1.002 
Prior Supervision Violations .089*** .011 1.093    .059*** .011 1.060 
Supervision Following Prison -.338*** .028   .713    -.189*** .027 .828 
Months Served in Prison -.004*** .001   .996    .002** .001 1.002 
Disciplinary Infractions .004*** .001 1.004    .002*** .000 1.002 
Medium Custody Level .197*** .028 1.218    .362*** .028 1.437 
High Custody Level .413*** .036 1.511    .610*** .033 1.841 
Intercept .316*** .115     -1.840*** .099  
          
Model Chi-Square /df 3164***      2987***   
Degrees of Freedom 17      17   
Nagelkerke R-square .135      .077   
Number of Cases 29,561      79,749   

______________________________________________________________________________ 
* p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
 

                                                 
13 Model includes only cases that recidivated. 
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question two, which asks whether there is an increased likelihood of recidivism for inmates 

having a greater number of tattoos as compared to inmates with fewer tattoos.  Model 2 shows 

that the odds of recidivism increase by 71.7% for every additional tattoo inmates possess 

(beta=.541, p<.001).  Model 3 addresses research question three, which considers whether the 

likelihood of recidivism increases for inmates having at least one visible tattoo as compared to 

inmates donning one or more tattoos in concealed bodily locations.  Model 3 shows that inmates 

with at least one visible tattoo have a 23.2% increase in the odds of recidivism versus inmates 

with a concealed tattoo (beta=.208, p<.001).  Model 4 addresses research question four, which 

asks whether there is an increased likelihood of recidivism for inmates having a greater number 

of visible tattoos as compared to inmates with fewer visible tattoos.  Model 4 shows that the odds 

of recidivism increase by 68.6% for every additional visible tattoo inmates have (beta=.522, 

p<.001).  Model 5 addresses research question five, which is identical to research question one 

except that the dependent variable is reconviction for a violent new offense within three years 

post-release.  Model 5 thus provides empirical results to the question of whether there is an 

increased likelihood of violent recidivism for inmates possessing at least one tattoo as compared 

to inmates without any tattoos.  Model 5 shows that that the odds of violent recidivism increase 

by 44.3% for inmates having at least a solitary tattoo versus inmates having no tattoos 

(beta=.367, p<.001).  The findings of Table 4.2 provide empirical evidence that affirmatively 

answer research questions one through five, indicating that each of the four measures of tattoos 

has significant links to recidivism and violent recidivism.  We now turn to interaction analyses to 

address research questions six through nine which ask whether each tattoo characteristic is more 

consequential for various categories comprising those characteristics.    

 
4.3 Interaction Models 

 
4.3.1 Interactions with One or More Tattoos 
 

Table 4.3.1 consists of a set of 13 binary logistical regression models that collectively 

address research question six, which asks whether there are differential recidivism effects for 

inmates with at least one tattoo versus inmates with no tattoos across categories comprising each 

inmate characteristic.  Thus, there are 13 models, each consisting of the tattoo yes/no measure, 

the 13 inmate characteristics employed as control variables, and a multiplicative  
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Table 4.3.1: Logistic regression models of interaction effects for each control variable 
with one or more tattoos on recidivism 
 
 

 Model 1: Model 2: Model 3: Model 4: Model 5: Model 6: Model 7: 
 Age Sex Race Ethnicity Education 

Level 
Violent 
Offense 

Prior Prison 
Commitments 

 Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
 Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
 Ratio 

Odds 
 Ratio 

        
Tattoos (yes/no) 1.909*** 1.536*** 1.292*** 1.413*** 1.577*** 1.342*** 1.524*** 
Sex 1.214*** 1.248*** 1.214*** 1.216*** 1.212*** 1.218*** 1.211*** 
Age at Release .964*** .960*** .960*** .960*** .960*** .960*** .960*** 
Race 1.612*** 1.624*** 1.481*** 1.621*** 1.623*** 1.620*** 1.622*** 
Ethnicity .988 .993 .994 .914 .990 .991 .990 
Educational Level .968*** .968*** .968*** .968*** .975*** .968*** .968*** 
Violent Offense .646*** .644*** .642*** .645*** .644*** .583*** .645*** 
Drug Offense .909*** .907*** .905*** .908*** .908*** .903*** .910*** 
Other Offense .941* .937* .935* .938* .937* .937* .942 
Prior Prison 
Commitments 

1.197*** 1.195*** 1.196*** 1.195*** 1.195*** 1.194*** 1.227*** 

Prior Felony 
Convictions 

1.009*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 

Prior Supervision 
Violations 

1.137*** 1.137*** 1.137*** 1.136*** 1.137*** 1.136*** 1.138*** 

Supervision Following 
Prison 

.695*** .695*** .694*** .695*** .695*** .695*** .698*** 

Months Served in 
Prison 

.996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** 

Disciplinary Infractions 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 
Medium Custody Level 1.187*** 1.186*** 1.186*** 1.186*** 1.186*** 1.187*** 1.188*** 
High Custody Level 1.527*** 1.530*** 1.529*** 1.529*** 1.529*** 1.530*** 1.532*** 
Age at Release x 
Tattoos 

.991***       

Sex x Tattoos  .920      
Race x Tattoos   1.169***     
Ethnicity x Tattoos    1.131    
Education Level x 
Tattoos 

    .948**   

Violent Offense x 
Tattoos 

     1.186***  

Prior Prison 
Commitment X Tattoos 

      .927*** 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
* p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Table 4.3.1—continued: Logistic regression models of interaction effects for each control variable with 
one or more tattoos on recidivism 
 
 

 Model 8: Model 9: Model 10: Model 11: Model 12: Model 13: 
 Prior 

Felony 
Conviction 

Prior 
Supervision 
Violations 

Supervision 
Following 
Prison 

Months 
Served in 
Prison 

Disciplinary 
Infractions 

High 
Custody 
Level 

 Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

       
Tattoos (yes/no) 1.513*** 1.594*** 1.411*** 1.414*** 1.419*** 1.405*** 
Sex 1.217*** 1.223*** 1.216*** 1.215*** 1.215*** 1.218*** 
Age at Release .960*** .960*** .960*** .960*** .960*** .960*** 
Race 1.619*** 1.617*** 1.623*** 1.623*** 1.623*** 1.622*** 
Ethnicity .990 .989 .993 .993 .993 .992 
Educational Level .968*** .968*** .968*** .968*** .968*** .968*** 
Violent Offense .644*** .645*** .644*** .644*** .644*** .645*** 
Drug Offense .908*** .908*** .908*** .908*** .908*** .907*** 
Other Offense .937* .939* .938* .938* .938* .938* 
Prior Prison Commitments 1.195*** 1.194*** 1.195*** 1.195*** 1.195*** 1.195*** 
Prior Felony Convictions 1.012*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 
Prior Supervision 
Violations 

1.137*** 1.178*** 1.137*** 1.136*** 1.136*** 1.136*** 

Supervision Following 
Prison 

.696*** .694*** .687*** .695*** .695*** .695*** 

Months Served in Prison .996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** 
Disciplinary Infractions 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 
Medium Custody Level 1.186*** 1.186*** 1.186*** 1.186*** 1.186*** 1.187*** 
High Custody Level 1.529*** 1.527*** 1.529*** 1.529*** 1.528*** 1.458*** 
Prior Felony Convictions 
x Tattoos 

.993***      

Prior Supervision 
Violations x Tattoos 

 .930***     

Supervision Following 
Prison x Tattoos 

  1.022    

Months Served in Prison x 
Tattoos 

   1.000   

Disciplinary Infractions x 
Tattoos 

    1.002*  

High Custody Level x 
Tattoos 

     1.083 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 
* p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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interaction term that is calculated by multiplying the tattoo yes/no measure by an inmate 

characteristic functioning as the modifying variable for that model.  Models containing 

interaction term coefficients that are statistically significant indicate that there is a differential 

effect of having at least one tattoo on the likelihood of recidivism across the categories of the 

modifying variable used in the interaction term.  When a particular model contains a statistically 

significant interaction term, predicted probabilities are calculated for that model and presented in 

graphical form to visually illustrate the differential recidivism effect that possessing at least one 

tattoo has across categories of that modifying variable (Menard, 1995).14 

As Table 4.3.1 indicates, eight of the 13 models predicting the likelihood of recidivism 

have statistically significant interaction terms.  The first four models in Table 4.3.1 successively 

incorporate each inmate demographic characteristic as the modifying variable.  Model 1 
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incorporates age X tattoo (yes/no) as the included interaction term, with the results indicating 

that the differential between inmates with at least one tattoo versus those with no tattoos on the 

odds of reconviction within three years post-release is greater for younger than older inmates 

(Model 1: odds ratio=.991, p<.001).  Specifically, the age X tattoo coefficient shows that the 
                                                 
14 Predicted probabilities and the corresponding visual representations of them will be conducted for each model in 
Table 4.3.1 and Table 4.3.3 only.  Tables 4.3.2 and 4.3.4 involve continuous level versions of the tattoo measures, 
thus making the interpretations for those predicted probabilities incoherent.     

Figure 4.3.1.1: Differential Age Effect of Tattoos on Recidivism
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difference in the odds of recidivism for inmates with a tattoo versus those without tattoos 

decreases by .9% for every year increase in age.  Figure 4.3.1.1 represents a bar chart to visually 

represent this interpretation of the differential age effect that the presence of at least one tattoo 

has on the odds of recidivism.  As Figure 4.3.1.1 depicts, younger inmates are affected more so 

by the presence of at least one tattoo in terms of increased odds of recidivism than older inmates.  

There is a .12 differential in the predicted odds of recidivism for inmates with versus without 

tattoos at age 20, but the difference between possessing a tattoo or not lowers to virtually nothing 

for inmates reaching age 60 at the time of release.    

Similarly, the race X tattoo (yes/no) coefficient is statistically significant (Model 3: odds 

ratio=1.169, p<.001).  This interaction is understood as the difference in the odds of recidivism 

between inmates with a tattoo versus those without tattoos, which increases by 16.9% for black 

inmates as compared to white inmates.  This differential race effect is illustrated by the predicted  
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probabilities charted in Figure 4.3.1.2.  The difference in the predicted probabilities on 

recidivism between black inmates who have at least one tattoo and those who have no tattoos is 

.08, whereas the difference in the predicted probabilities on recidivism for non-black tattooed 

versus nontattooed inmates is .04.  Both Hispanic ethnicity and inmate gender yielded 

statistically nonsignificant interactions, meaning that the difference in the odds of recidivism 

between inmates with and without tattoos was statistically indistinguishable between Hispanic 

versus non-Hispanic inmates and between male versus female inmates.  

Figure 4.3.1.2: Differential Race Effect of Tattoos on Recidivism 
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Table 4.3.1 shows that the interactions for the five inmate characteristics related to 

inmates’ experiences prior to arrival in prison for the instant incarceration are each statistically 

significant, meaning that there are differential education level, offense type, and prior criminal 

record effects for inmates having at least one tattoo versus those with no tattoos on the odds of 

recidivism.  Model 5 provides empirical evidence that there is a significant educational level X 

tattoo (yes/no) interaction that can be interpreted as the differential between inmates having at 

least one tattoo versus inmates having no tattoos, which is reduced for inmates with higher 

TABE scores (Model 5: odds ratio=.948, p<.001).  Specifically, the difference in the odds of 

recidivism for inmates with a tattoo versus those without tattoos is reduced by 5.2% for each 

increase in category of TABE score.  Figure 4.3.1.3 depicts a substantively small yet statistically 

significant differential education level effect of tattoos on recidivism.  Across the three 

categories of educational level illustrative of Model 5, the difference in the predicted 

probabilities of recidivism between inmates with and without tattoos is .08 for inmates at basic 

literacy, .07% for inmates at functional literacy, and at .07% for inmates at the GED preparation 

level.   
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 Model 6 reveals a statistically significant violent offense X tattoo (yes/no) interaction 

which means that a difference in the odds of recidivism between inmates with and without 

tattoos is increased for inmates incarcerated for having perpetrated violent offenses compared to 

the differential for inmates incarcerated for nonviolent offenses (Model 6: odds ratio=1.186, 

p<.001).  Specifically, the difference in the odds of recidivism for inmates with a tattoo versus 

Figure 4.3.1.3: Differential Education Level Effect of Tattoos on Recidivism
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those without tattoos is increased by 18.6% for inmates incarcerated for violent offenses 

compared to differences in the presence or not of tattoos for inmates in prison for nonviolent 

offenses.  The predicted probabilities contained in Figure 4.3.1.4 illustrate that although 

nonviolent offenders have a greater predicted probability of recidivism, whether tattooed or not, 

than violent offenders, the difference between violent offenders having a tattoo versus those who 

do not (.08 difference) is more pronounced than the difference between tattooed and nontattooed 

nonviolent offenders (.06 difference). 
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Model 7 specifies a statistically significant prior prison X tattoo (yes/no) interaction, 

indicating that the differential in the odds of recidivism between inmates with and without  

tattoos is reduced for inmates with an increased number of former incarceration experiences 

(Model 7: odds ratio=.927, p<.001).  Specifically, this coefficient expresses that the difference in  
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Figure 4.3.1.4: Differential Offense Type Effect of Tattoos on Recidivism

Figure 4.3.1.5: Differential Prior Prison Effect of Tattoos on Recidivism
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the odds of recidivism between inmates with tattoos as compared to those without tattoos is 

reduced by 7.3% for every increase in a former prison experience.  The predicted probabilities 

charted in Figure 4.3.1.5 depict that having at least one tattoo is more consequential for inmates 

with no previous stints in prison, a .08 difference between inmates with versus those without 

tattoos on the predicted probabilities of recidivism as compared to tattoos making little 

difference in the predicted probability for inmates having four or more previous prison 

experiences (.3 difference).    

Model 8 reports a statistically significant prior conviction X tattoo interaction, 

demonstrating that the difference in the odds of recidivism between inmates with and without 

tattoos is reduced for inmates with more former convictions (Model 8: odds ratio=.993, p<.001).  

Specifically, the difference in the odds of recidivism between inmates with tattoos and without 

tattoos declines by .07% for every additional prior conviction.  Figure 4.3.1.6 displays the 

predicted probabilities generated from Model 8.  As Figure 4.3.1.6 shows, the predicted 

probability for recidivism is greatest between inmates with and without tattoos under the 

condition of no prior convictions (.06 difference), but that difference begins eroding with an 

increase in prior convictions to .03 difference at 20 or more former convictions. 
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Figure 4.3.1.6: Differential Prior Conviction Effect of Tattoos on Recidivism 
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   Model 9 records a statistically significant interaction between prior supervision violations 

X tattoo (yes/no), which means that the difference in the odds of recidivism between inmates 

with and without tattoos is reduced for inmates having a greater number of prior supervision 

violations (Model 9: odds ratio=.930, p<.001).  Specifically, the difference in the odds of 

recidivism between inmates with tattoos versus those without tattoos is reduced by 7.0% for 

every additional prior conviction.  Figure 4.3.1.7 depicts this tattoo prevalence differential across  

categories of prior supervision violations, demonstrating that the difference in predicted 

probabilities for recidivism between inmates with versus those without tattoos is at its greatest 

for inmates with no prior supervision violations (.11 difference), but that the differential begins 

to diminish for inmates having four or more prior supervision violations (.04 difference).                              

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

Prior SVs

(0)

Prior SVs

(1)

Prior SVs

(2)

Prior SVs

(3)

Prior SVs

(4+)

0.43 0.45
0.48 0.50

0.56

0.32
0.36

0.40
0.44

0.52

P
re

d
ic

te
d

 P
ro

b
a

b
il

it
ie

s

Inmate Prior Supervision Violations

Tattooed

Not Tattooed

 Disciplinary infractions X tattoo (yes/no), Model 12, is the final statistically significant 

interaction in Table 4.3.1.  The coefficient indicates that differences in the odds of recidivism for 

inmates possessing at least one tattoo versus those without tattoos is increased as the number of 

disciplinary infractions increases (Model 12: odds ratio=1. 002, p<. 001).  Specifically, the 

differential in the odds of recidivism for inmates with versus without tattoos increases .0002% 

for every additional disciplinary infraction committed by inmates.15  Figure 4.3.1.8 visually 

                                                 
15 Although the average number of prison disciplinary infractions was just over one per inmate, the range of this 
variable is 0 to 1335 infractions per prisoner.   

Figure 4.3.1.7: Differential Prior Supervision Violations Effect of Tattoos on Recidivism
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captures the differential in the predicted probabilities of recidivism between inmates with versus 

without tattoos.  As the number of infractions increases, so too do the odds of recidivism. 
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  Based on the empirical findings presented in Table 4.3.1 and discussed in this section, 

several statistically significant interactions are witnessed pursuant to the interaction analyses 

involving tattoo presence and inmate characteristics.  The predicted probabilities for those 

significant interactions were calculated and presented in Figures 4.3.1.1-4.3.1.8 to help illustrate 

the conditional relationship that inmate tattoos have across categories comprising these eight 

inmate characteristics.  These findings reveal three interesting patterns.  First, concerning 

interactions between inmate demographic characteristics and the presence of one or more tattoos 

on the odds of recidivism, the findings demonstrate that tattoos are more consequential for 

younger and black inmates.  Second, each inmate characteristic pertaining to inmates’ 

experiences prior to being incarcerated had statistically significant interactions.  The presence of 

at least one tattoo is more consequential, in terms of increasing the likelihood of recidivism, for 

inmates with less prior involvement in the correctional system, as indicated by fewer previous 

convictions, incarcerations, and violations of supervision.  This differential effect of tattoos on 

recidivism for pre-prison experiences, particularly considering the consistent finding that 

younger inmates are more likely to recidivate, may be a mechanism that begins the process of 

distinguishing “inmates” from “convicts” within the prison subcultural milieu (DeMello, 1993) 

Figure 4.3.1.8: Differential Prison Disciplinary Infraction Effect of Tattoos on 
Recidivism 
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and contributing to determining future recidivism outcomes.  Third, it is of interest to note that 

inmate characteristics involving during-prison and after release conditions produce virtually no 

significant interactions with the presence of one or more tattoos.  As will be seen in the next 

section, interactions for during-incarceration aspects of inmate characteristics become relevant as 

modifiers for the tattoo number measure.  As a result of the uncovering of these potentially 

important interactions, research question number six can be answered affirmatively.    

 
4.3.2 Interactions with Number of Tattoos 
 
 Table 4.3.2 consists of a set of 13 binary logistic regression models that address research 

question seven, which asks whether there are differential recidivism effects for inmates having a 

greater number of tattoos across categories comprising each inmate characteristic.  Thus, there 

are 13 models, each containing the tattoo number measure, each of the 13 inmate characteristics 

functioning as controls, and a multiplicative interaction term that is calculated by multiplying the 

tattoo number measure by an inmate characteristic functioning as the modifying variable for that 

model.  Table 4.3.2 shows that, of these 13 models containing interactions, five are statistically 

significant, including age at release X tattoo number, race X tattoo number, violent offense X 

tattoo number, supervision following prison X tattoo number, and months served in prison X 

tattoo number.   

Of the four demographics included in Table 4.3.2, as in Table 4.3.1, inmate age at release 

X tattoo number and the inmate's race/tattoo number interaction are statistically significant, but 

here, in both cases, the direction of the association for the interaction terms now reverses from 

what they were in Models 1 and 3 of Table 4.3.1.  Model 1 is the interaction term for age at 

release X tattoo number and indicates that the differential between having a greater number of 

tattoos versus fewer tattoos on the odds of recidivism increases as age increases (Model 1: odds 

ratio= 1.010, p<.05).  Hence, opposite to Table 4.3.1, where tattoo possession is more 

consequential for younger inmates, here possession of numerous tattoos is more consequential 

for older inmates.  Likewise, Model 3 contains the interaction term for race X tattoo number, 

which indicates that the differential between inmates with more tattoos versus those with fewer 

tattoos on the odds of recidivism is significantly reduced for black inmates only (Model 3: odds 

ratio=.787, p<.01).  The race X tattoo (yes/no) interaction from Table 4.3.1, Model 3 indicates 

that having at least one tattoo is more consequential on recidivism for black inmates than white  
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Table 4.3.2: Logistic regression models of interaction effects for each control variable with 
number of tattoos on recidivism 

 
 

 Model 1: Model 2: Model 3: Model 4: Model 5: Model 6: Model 7: 
 Age Sex Race Ethnicity Education 

Level 
Violent 
Offense 

Prior Prison 
Commitments 

 Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
 Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
 Ratio 

Odds 
 Ratio 

        
Tattoos (number) 1.297 2.148*** 1.986*** 1.710*** 1.515*** 1.563*** 1.783*** 
Sex 1.123* 1.444 1.124* 1.123* 1.123* 1.123* 1.123* 
Age at Release .950*** .960*** .960*** .960*** .960*** .960*** .960*** 
Race 1.701*** 1.702*** 2.204*** 1.701*** 1.701*** 1.701*** 1.701*** 
Ethnicity 1.049 1.050 1.051 .957 1.050 1.049 1.051 
Educational Level .964*** .964*** .964*** .964*** .945*** .964*** .964*** 
Violent Offense .690*** .690*** .690*** .690*** .690*** .485*** .691*** 
Drug Offense .953 .952 .954 .953 .953 .954 .953 
Other Offense .992 .991 .991 .991 .991 .989 .990 
Prior Prison Commitments 1.137*** 1.138*** 1.138*** 1.138*** 1.138*** 1.138*** 1.176*** 
Prior Felony Convictions 1.010*** 1.010*** 1.010*** 1.010*** 1.010*** 1.010*** 1.010*** 
Prior Supervision Violations 1.113*** 1.113*** 1.113*** 1.113*** 1.113*** 1.113*** 1.113*** 
Supervision Following 
Prison 

.704*** .703*** .703*** .703*** .703*** .702*** .703*** 

Months Served in Prison .997*** .997*** .997*** .997*** .997*** .997*** .997*** 
Disciplinary Infractions 1.003*** 1.003*** 1.003*** 1.003*** 1.003*** 1.003*** 1.003*** 
Medium Custody Level 1.221*** 1.220*** 1.220*** 1.220*** 1.220*** 1.222*** 1.220*** 
High Custody Level 1.568*** 1.567*** 1.568*** 1.567*** 1.567*** 1.570*** 1.566*** 
Age at Release x Number of 
Tattoos 

1.010*       

Male x Number of Tattoos  .791      
Black x Number of Tattoos   .787**     
Hispanic x Number of 
Tattoos 

   1.092    

Education Level x Number 
of Tattoos 

    1.018   

Violent Offense x Number of 
Tattoos 

     1.389***  

Prior Prison Commitment X 
Number of Tattoos  

      .971 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
* p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001  
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Table 4.3.2—continued: Logistic regression models of interaction effects for each control 
variable with number of tattoos on recidivism 
 
 

 Model 8: Model 9: Model 10: Model 11: Model 12: Model 13: 
 Prior Felony 

Conviction 
Prior 
Supervision 
Violations 

Supervision 
Following 
Prison 

Months 
Served in 
Prison 

Disciplinary 
Infractions 

High 
Custody 
Level 

 Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

       
Tattoos (number) 1.841*** 1.855*** 1.549*** 1.455*** 1.718*** 1.751*** 
Male 1.123* 1.123* 1.123* 1.123* 1.123* 1.123* 
Age at Release .960*** .960*** .960*** .960*** .960*** .960*** 
Race 1.700*** 1.700*** 1.701*** 1.700*** 1.701*** 1.702*** 
Ethnicity 1.050 1.051 1.051 1.050 1.050 1.050 
Educational Level .964*** .964*** .964*** .964*** .964*** .964*** 
Violent Offense .691*** .691*** .689*** .690*** .690*** .690*** 
Drug Offense .953 .953 .953 .954 .953 .953 
Other Offense .991 .990 .989 .990 .991 .991 
Prior Prison Commitments 1.138*** 1.138*** 1.138*** 1.137*** 1.138*** 1.138*** 
Prior Felony Convictions 1.018** 1.010*** 1.010*** 1.010*** 1.010*** 1.010*** 
Prior Supervision Violations 1.113*** 1.170*** 1.113*** 1.113*** 1.113*** 1.113*** 
Supervision Following Prison .703*** .703*** .703*** .703*** .703*** .703*** 
Months Served in Prison .997*** .997*** .997*** .989*** .997*** .997*** 
Disciplinary Infractions 1.003*** 1.003*** 1.003*** 1.003*** 1.004*** 1.003*** 
Medium Custody Level 1.220*** 1.220*** 1.220*** 1.222*** 1.220*** 1.220*** 
High Custody Level 1.566*** 1.566*** 1.566*** 1.567*** 1.567*** 1.779*** 
Prior Felony Convictions x 
Number of Tattoos 

.992      

Prior Supervision Violations 
x Number of Tattoos 

 .956     

Supervision Following Prison 
x Number of Tattoos 

  1.130***    

Months Served in Prison x 
Number of Tattoos 

   1.007***   

Disciplinary Infractions x 
Number of Tattoos 

    1.000  

High Custody Level x 
Number of Tattoos  

     .889 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
* p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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inmates.  Here, however, the finding is that being multi-tattooed is more consequential on 

recidivism for white than black inmates. 

Concerning the inmate characteristics occurring before the instant incarceration, only 

violent offense type X tattoo number, Model 6, is statistically significant (Model 6: odds 

ratio=1.389, p<.001).  Similar to the violent offense X tattoo (yes/no) interaction of Model 6, 

Table 4.3.1, this finding is interpreted as the differential in the odds of recidivism for inmates 

with many tattoos versus inmates with few tattoos, which is increased by 38.9% for inmates that 

were incarcerated for violent offenses. 

 Of the inmate characteristics either impacting inmates while incarcerated or after release, 

the interactions of supervision following release X tattoo number and months served in prison X 

tattoo number have become statistically significant; neither interaction is significant when 

included in corresponding models in Table 4.3.1.  Model 10 includes supervision following 

release X tattoo number and indicates that the differential in the odds of recidivism between 

inmates with fewer versus more tattoos increases as the number of tattoos increase for inmates 

requiring supervision post-release only (Model 10: odds ratio=1.130, p<.001).  Model 11 

includes the interaction term months served in prison X tattoo number and shows that the 

difference in the odds of recidivism between inmates with fewer versus more tattoos increases as 

the number of tattoos increase (Model 11: odds ratio=1.007, p<.001). 

Based on the empirical findings presented in Table 4.3.2 and discussed in the preceding 

paragraphs, several statistically significant and potentially relevant interactions are evidenced 

through the interaction analyses involving number of tattoos and inmate characteristics.  

Although there are fewer statistically significant interactions for tattoo number (five), those 

interactions are particularly enlightening when compared to the findings obtained from the 

previous section.  First, the two interactions for inmate demographic characteristics—age and 

race—are statistically significant as modifiers here, as was the case in Table 4.3.1.  interestingly, 

though, the direction of association each has with recidivism has changed.  Whereas having at 

least one tattoo was more consequential for younger inmates on recidivism, here having an 

increased number of tattoos is more consequential for older inmates on recidivism.  The same 

can be said for the race interaction, whereas having at least one tattoo was more consequential 

for black inmates, having a greater number of tattoos is more consequential for white inmates.   

Second, although each interaction for inmate characteristics involving experiences prior 

to the instant incarceration was statistically significant when employed as moderators for inmates 
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having one or more tattoos, here the only inmate characteristic under that category to generate a 

statistically significant interaction as a modifier with tattoo number was violent crime.  Having 

violent offenses as a modifier, when coupled with the number of tattoos inmates possess, appears 

to further enhance the differential recidivism effect for violent offense observed when used for 

interactions with one or more tattoos.  Whereas the odds of recidivism for inmates with at least 

one tattoo was increased by 18.6% for inmates having committed a violent offense, the odds of a 

recidivism increase by 38.9% for inmates with a greater number of tattoos who were incarcerated 

for violent offenses.   

Third, in comparison with the interaction results from Table 4.3.1, which indicates that 

inmates with one or more tattoos are more consequential under the conditions of fewer previous 

correctional system involvements (prior convictions, incarcerations, and supervision violations), 

the distinction does not appear to be the case for more heavily tattooed inmates.  Those modifiers 

become statistically non-significant interactions when paired with number of tattoos, suggesting 

that by the time inmates have acquired numerous tattoos they are no longer as affected by early 

involvement in the correctional system.   

Fourth, however, inmate characteristics having to do with inmate conditions during 

incarceration and post-release becomes relevant as to having a differential impact across 

categories of those characteristics of inmates with increased numbers of tattoos.  Inmates serving 

longer prison sentences and being supervised post-release become the germane modifiers for 

released inmates that have a greater number of tattoos.  As a result of the uncovering of these 

potentially enlightening interactions, research question number seven can be answered 

affirmatively.                  

 
4.3.3 Interactions with One or More Visible Tattoos 
 

Table 4.3.3 consists of a set of 13 binary logistic regression models that collectively 

address research question eight, which asks whether there are differential recidivism effects for 

inmates having at least one visible tattoo across categories comprising each inmate characteristic.  

Thus, there are 13 models, each containing the visible tattoo (yes/no) measure, the 13 inmate 

characteristics functioning as controls, and a multiplicative interaction term that is calculated by 

multiplying the visible tattoo (yes/no) measure by an inmate characteristic operating as the 

modifier for that model.    
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Table 4.3.3: Logistic regression models of interaction effects for each control variable with one or more visible 
tattoos on recidivism 

 
 

 Model 1: Model 2: Model 3: Model 4: Model 5: Model 6: Model 7: 
 Age Sex Race Ethnicity Education 

Level 
Violent 
Offense 

Prior Prison 
Commitments 

 Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

        
Visible Tattoos (y/n) 1.528*** 1.356*** 1.082*** 1.231*** 1.339*** 1.184*** 1.323*** 
Sex 1.246*** 1.263*** 1.245*** 1.245*** 1.244*** 1.248*** 1.237*** 
Age at Release .959*** .957*** .957*** .957*** .957*** .957*** .957*** 
Race 1.520*** 1.530*** 1.401*** 1.529*** 1.531*** 1.529*** 1.524*** 
Ethnicity .989 .990 .990 .986 .990 .990 .989 
Educational Level .966*** .967*** .966*** .967*** .971*** .967*** .967*** 
Violent Offense .643*** .643*** .641*** .643*** .643*** .614*** .644*** 
Drug Offense .905*** .906*** .902*** .906*** .905*** .904*** .905*** 
Other Offense .941 .940* .937* .940* .940* .941* .941* 
Prior Prison Commitments 1.203*** 1.202*** 1.203*** 1.202*** 1.202*** 1.202*** 1.233*** 
Prior Felony Convictions 1.009*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 
Prior Supervision Violations 1.136*** 1.136*** 1.137*** 1.136*** 1.136*** 1.136*** 1.136*** 
Supervision Following 
Prison 

.701*** .700*** .699*** .700*** .700*** .700*** .702*** 

Months Served in Prison .996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** 
Disciplinary Infractions 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 
Medium Custody Level 1.195*** 1.195*** 1.195*** 1.195*** 1.195*** 1.195*** 1.195*** 
High Custody Level 1.5249*** 1.550*** 1.548*** 1.550*** 1.550*** 1.550*** 1.551*** 
Age at Release x Visible 
Tattoos 

.993***       

Male x Visible Tattoos  .904      
Race x Visible Tattoos   1.250***     
Ethnicity x Visible Tattoos    1.010    
Education Level x Visible 
Tattoos 

    .989*   

Violent Offense x Visible 
Tattoos 

     1.121**  

Prior Prison Commitment X 
Visible Tattoos 

      .931*** 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
* p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001  
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Table 4.3.3—continued: Logistic regression models of interaction effects for each control variable with 
one or more visible tattoos on recidivism 

 
 

 Model 8: Model 9: Model 10: Model 11: Model 12: Model 13: 
 Prior Felony 

Conviction 
Prior 
Supervision 
Violations 

Supervision 
Following 
Prison 

Months 
Served in 
Prison 

Disciplinary 
Infractions 

High 
Custody 
Level 

 Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

       
Visible Tattoos (y/n) 1.315*** 1.383*** 1.228*** 1.245*** 1.230*** 1.237*** 
Sex 1.247*** 1.254*** 1.245*** 1.244*** 1.245*** 1.244*** 
Age at Release .957*** .957*** .957*** .957*** .957*** .957*** 
Race  1.527*** 1.525*** 1.529*** 1.529*** 1.529*** 1.530*** 
Ethnicity .989 .989 .990 .990 .990 .990 
Educational Level .966*** .967*** .967*** .967*** .967*** .967*** 
Violent Offense .642*** .643*** .643*** .643*** .643*** .643*** 
Drug Offense .905*** .905*** .906*** .906*** .906*** .906*** 
Other Offense .939* .941 .940* .940* .940* .940* 
Prior Prison Commitments 1.202*** 1.202*** 1.202*** 1.202*** 1.202*** 1.202*** 
Prior Felony Convictions 1.011*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 1.009*** 
Prior Supervision Violations 1.136*** 1.166*** 1.136*** 1.136*** 1.136*** 1.136*** 
Supervision Following Prison .701*** .700*** .698*** .701*** .700*** .700*** 
Months Served in Prison .996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** 
Disciplinary Infractions 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 1.002*** 
Medium Custody Level 1.195*** 1.194*** 1.195*** 1.195*** 1.195*** 1.195*** 
High Custody Level 1.549*** 1.547*** 1.550*** 1.550*** 1.549*** 1.568*** 
Prior Felony Convictions x 
Visible Tattoos 

.993***      

Prior Supervision Violations 
x Visible Tattoos 

 .926***     

Supervision Following Prison 
x Visible Tattoos 

  1.009    

Months Served in Prison x 
Visible Tattoos 

   1.000   

Disciplinary Infractions x 
Visible Tattoos  

    1.002  

High Custody Level x 
Visible Tattoos 

     .973 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 
* p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Table 4.3.3 shows that, of these 13 models containing interactions, seven are statistically 

significant, including age at release X visible tattoo (yes/no), race X visible tattoo (yes/no), 

education level X visible tattoo (yes/no), violent offense X visible tattoo (yes/no), prior prison 

Xvisible tattoo (yes/no), prior convictions X visible tattoo (yes/no), and prior supervision 

violations X visible tattoo (yes/no).  Each are the same modifying variables that were statistically 

significant when coupled with tattoo (yes/no) to construct the interaction terms in Table 4.3.1.  

Also, each interaction has associations with recidivism in the same direction as observed in 

Table 4.3.1.  

The interaction for inmate age at release X visible tattoo (yes/no) in Model 1 is 

statistically significant and indicates that the differential between inmates with at least one 

visible tattoo versus those with no visible tattoos on the odds of recidivism are reduced for 

inmates as they progress in age (Model 1: odds ratio=.993, p<.001).  The specific interpretation 

of the coefficient of this interaction is that the difference in the odds of recidivism for inmates 

with a visible tattoo versus those without a visible tattoo decreases by 7% for every year they 

increase in age. As Figure 4.3.3.1 depicts, the effect of at least one visible tattoo on the odds of 

recidivism is more consequential for younger inmates.  There is a .07 differential in the predicted 

probability of recidivism for inmates with versus without a visible tattoo at age 20, but the 

difference between having a visible tattoo and not having a visible tattoo completely disappear 

for inmates at age 60. 
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Figure 4.3.3.1: Differential Age Effect of Visible Tattoos on Recidivism
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 The coefficient for the race X visible tattoo (yes/no) interaction term in Model 3 is 

statistically significant and indicates that the difference in the odds of recidivism between 

inmates possessing at least one visible tattoo versus inmates without a visible tattoo increases for 

black inmates more so than white inmates (Model 3: odds ratio=1.250, p<.001).  
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Specifically, black inmates with at least one visible tattoo have 25.0% greater odds of recidivism 

than black inmates without tattoos or white inmates.  Figure 4.3.3.2 provides the predicted 

probabilities for this differential race effect in Model 3.  

   The findings in Table 4.3.3 reveal that every interaction term based on the experiences of 

inmates before entering prison are statistically significant.  The educational level X visible tattoo 

(yes/no) interaction in Model 5 is statistically significant and reveals that the differential between 
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inmates with at least one visible tattoo versus those with no visible tattoos on the odds of 

recidivism is reduced for inmates with more education as measured on TABE scores (Model 5: 

odds ratio=.989, p<.05).  Specifically, there is a 1.1% reduction in the odds of recidivism with 

each level increase in TABE.  Figure 4.3.3.3 depicts a substantively small yet statistically 

significant differential education level effect of tattoos on recidivism.  Across the three 

categories of educational level, the difference in the predicted probabilities of recidivism 

between inmates with and without visible tattoos is .7 for inmates at basic literacy, .7 for inmates 

at functional literacy, and at .7 for inmates at the GED preparation level.   

 Model 6 reveals a statistically significant violent offense X visible tattoo (yes/no) 

interaction, which means that a greater difference in the odds of recidivism exists between 

inmates with and without visible tattoos that are incarcerated for having perpetrated violent 

offenses (Model 6: odds ratio=1.121, p<.01).  Specifically, there is a 12.1% increase in the odds 

of recidivism for inmates possessing at least one visible tattoo versus those without a visible 

tattoo and incarcerated for having perpetrated a violent offense, as compared to inmates without 

tattoos or inmates incarcerated for nonviolent offenses. Figure 4.3.3.4 visually depicts the 
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predicted probabilities for Model 6.  Although nonviolent offenders have a greater predicted 

probability of recidivism than violent offenders, whether tattooed or not, the difference in the 

predicted probability between violent offenders having a visible tattoo versus those who do not is 

.06 versus a .05 difference for nonviolent offenders with versus without visible tattoos.  

Figure 4.3.3.4: Differential Offense Type Effect of Visible Tattoos on 
Recidivism 
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 Model 7 specifies a statistically significant prior prison X visible tattoo (yes/no) 

interaction, indicating that the differential between inmates with at least one visible tattoo versus 

those without a visible tattoo on the odds of recidivism is reduced for inmates with more former 

incarcerations (Model 7: odds ratio=.931, p<.001).  Specifically, this means that the difference in 

the odds of recidivism for inmates possessing a visible tattoo versus inmates without a visible 

tattoo is reduced by 7.3% for every increase in a former prison experience.  As Figure 4.3.3.5 

shows, having at least one visible tattoo is more consequential for inmates with no previous stints 

in prison (.07 difference) versus the differential being zero for inmates having four or more 

previous prison experiences.    
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The prior conviction X visible tattoo (yes/no) interaction of Model 8 is statistically 

significant and is understood as the difference in the odds of recidivism between inmates with 

and without a visible tattoo is reduced for inmates with more prior convictions (Model 8: odds 

ratio=.993, p<.001).  Specifically, the differential in the odds of recidivism between inmates with 

and without visible tattoos are reduced by .07% for every prior conviction.  As Figure 4.3.3.6 

shows, the differential in the predicted probability of recidivism between inmates with and 

without visible tattoos is .06 for the condition of no prior convictions, though that difference 

begins eroding with an increase in prior convictions to .03 difference at 20 or more former 

convictions.    

Figure 4.3.3.5: Differential Prior Prison Effect of Visible Tattoos on 
Recidivism 
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 The interaction of prior supervision violations X visible tattoo (yes/no) in Model 9 is 

statistically significant and demonstrates that the differential between inmates having at least one 

visible tattoo compared to those without a visible tattoo on the odds of recidivism is reduced for 

inmates with increasing numbers of former supervision violations (Model 9: odds ratio=.926, 

p<.001).  Specifically, there is a 7.4% reduction in the odds of recidivism for every increase in 

the number of prior supervision violations.  Figure 4.3.3.7 illustrates this differential between  
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Figure 4.3.3.6: Differential Prior Conviction Effect of Visible Tattoos on 
Recidivism 

Figure 4.3.3.7: Differential Prior Supervision Violation Effect of Visible 
Tattoos on Recidivism 
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possessing and not possessing a visible tattoo on the predicted probabilities of recidivism in that 

the difference in predicted probabilities is .07 for inmates having no past supervision violations 

and .01 for inmates with 4 or more prior supervision violations.  

Based on the empirical findings presented in Table 4.3.3 and discussed in the preceding 

paragraphs, several statistically significant and potentially relevant interactions are evidenced 

through the interaction analyses involving visible tattoos and inmate characteristics.  The same 

interactions are statistically significant and in the same direction of association as for the tattoo 

(yes/no) of Table 4.3.1, with the exception of the interaction for disciplinary infractions X visible 

tattoo.  As the result of including the visible tattoo measure into the interaction analyses and 

finding that those interactions remain significant, research question number eight is answered in 

the affirmative.       

 
4.3.4 Interactions with Number of Visible Tattoos  
 

Table 4.3.4 consists of a set of 13 binary logistic regression models that address research 

question nine, which asks whether there are differential recidivism effects for inmates having a 

greater number of visible tattoos across categories comprising each inmate characteristic.  Thus, 

there are 13 models each containing the number of visible tattoos measure, the 13 inmate 

characteristics operating as controls, and a multiplicative interaction term that is calculated by 

multiplying the number of visible tattoos measured by an inmate characteristic functioning as the 

modifying variable for that model.  Table 4.3.4 shows that of these 13 models containing 

multiplicative interaction terms, five are statistically significant, including age at release X 

number of visible tattoos, race X number of visible tattoos, violent offense X number of visible 

tattoos, supervision following prison X number of visible tattoos, and months served in prison X 

number of visible tattoos.  These are the same modifying variables which were statistically 

significant when paired with tattoo number in Table 4.3.2, and each having associations with 

recidivism in the same direction as Table 4.3.2. Of the two statistically significant interactions 

involving inmate demographics in Table 4.3.4, the Model 1 interaction of  

inmate age at release X number of visible tattoos indicates that the differential of having an 

increased number of visible tattoos versus having fewer visible tattoos on the odds of recidivism 
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Table 4.3.4: Logistic regression models of interaction effects for each control variable with 
number of visible tattoos on recidivism 
 
 

 Model 1: Model 2: Model 3: Model 4: Model 5: Model 6: Model 7: 
 Age Sex Race Ethnicity Education 

Level 
Violent 
Offense 

Prior Prison 
Commitments 

 Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
 Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
 Ratio 

Odds 
 Ratio 

        
Number of Visible Tattoos  1.220 2.355** 2.003*** 1.675*** 1.440*** 1.495*** 1.736*** 
Sex 1.125 1.625 1.124 1.124 1.125 1.125 1.124 
Age at Release .948*** .959*** .959*** .959*** .959*** .959*** .959*** 
Race  1.744*** 1.744*** 2.308*** 1.744*** 1.743*** 1.743*** 1.743*** 
Ethnicity 1.061 1.062 1.064 .897 1.062 1.062 1.063 
Educational Level .966*** .966*** .966*** .966*** .942*** .967*** .966*** 
Violent Offense .686*** .686*** .687*** .686*** .687*** .432*** .687*** 
Drug Offense .973 .972 .974 .973 .973 .974 .973 
Other Offense .962 .960 .961 .960 .960 .957 .960 
Prior Prison Commitments 1.138*** 1.139*** 1.139*** 1.139*** 1.139*** 1.140*** 1.168*** 
Prior Felony Convictions 1.010*** 1.010*** 1.010*** 1.010*** 1.010*** 1.010*** 1.010*** 
Prior Supervision Violations 1.093*** 1.093*** 1.092*** 1.093*** 1.092*** 1.093*** 1.093*** 
Supervision Following 
Prison 

.714*** .713*** .713*** .713*** .713*** .712*** .713*** 

Months Served in Prison .996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** .996*** 
Disciplinary Infractions 1.004*** 1.004*** 1.004*** 1.004*** 1.004*** 1.004*** 1.004*** 
Medium Custody Level 1.219*** 1.218*** 1.217*** 1.218*** 1.218*** 1.220*** 1.218*** 
High Custody Level 1.512*** 1.511*** 1.512*** 1.511*** 1.510*** 1.514*** 1.510*** 
Age at Release x Number of 
Visible Tattoos 

1.011*       

Sex x Number of Visible 
Tattoos 

 .710      

Race x Number of Visible 
Tattoos 

  .771**     

Ethnicity x Number of 
Visible Tattoos  

   1.174    

Education Level x Number 
of Visible Tattoos  

    1.024   

Violent Offense x Number of 
Visible Tattoos  

     1.539****  

Prior Prison Commitment X 
Number of Visible Tattoos  

      .978 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
* p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Table 4.3.4—continued: Logistic regression models of interaction effects for each control 
variable with number of visible tattoos on recidivism 
 
 

 Model 8: Model 9: Model 10: Model 11: Model 12: Model 13: 
 Prior Felony 

Conviction 
Prior 
Supervision 
Violations 

Supervision 
Following 
Prison 

Months 
Served in 
Prison 

Disciplinary 
Infractions 

High 
Custody 
Level 

 Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds 
Ratio 

Odds 
Ratio 

       
Number of Visible Tattoos 1.689*** 1.856*** 1.510*** 1.351*** 1.691*** 1.732*** 
Sex 1.124 1.124 1.125 1.125 1.124 1.124 
Age at Release .959*** .959*** .959*** .959*** .959*** .959*** 
Race  1.744*** 1.742*** 1.745*** 1.743*** 1.744*** 1.745*** 
Ethnicity 1.062 1.062 1.063 1.062 1.062 1.062 
Educational Level .966*** .967*** .966*** .966*** .966*** .966*** 
Violent Offense .686*** .687*** .685*** .686*** .686*** .686*** 
Drug Offense .972 .973 .973 .974 .972 .972 
Other Offense .960 .960 .959 .960 .960 .960 
Prior Prison Commitments 1.139*** 1.140*** 1.139*** 1.139*** 1.139*** 1.139*** 
Prior Felony Convictions 1.010 1.010*** 1.010*** 1.010*** 1.010*** 1.010*** 
Prior Supervision Violations 1.093*** 1.161*** 1.092*** 1.093*** 1.093*** 1.093*** 
Supervision Following Prison .713*** .714*** .510*** .713*** .713*** .713*** 
Months Served in Prison .996*** .996*** .996*** .986*** .996*** .996*** 
Disciplinary Infractions 1.004*** 1.004*** 1.004*** 1.004*** 1.012 1.003*** 
Medium Custody Level 1.218*** 1.217*** 1.219*** 1.220*** 1.218*** 1.218*** 
High Custody Level 1.511*** 1.509*** 1.512*** 1.510*** 1.512*** 1.799*** 
Prior Felony Convictions x 
Number of Visible Tattoos 

1.000      

Prior Supervision Violations 
x Number of Visible Tattoos  

 .946     

Supervision Following Prison 
x Number of Visible Tattoos 

  1.361**    

Months Served in Prison x 
Number of Visible Tattoos 

   1.010***   

Disciplinary Infractions x 
Number of Visible Tattoos 

    .992  

High Custody Level x 
Number of Visible Tattoos  

     .851 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 
* p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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increases as age increases (Model 1: odds ratio=1.011, p<.05).  The second significant inmate 

demographic characteristic is contained in Model 3, which is the interaction term for race X 

number of visible tattoos; this indicates that the differential of having an increased number of 

visible tattoos as compared to fewer visible tattoos on the odds of recidivism is significantly 

reduced for black inmates only (Model 3: odds ratio=.771, p<.01).    

Concerning the inmate characteristics occurring before the instant incarceration, only 

violent offense type X number of visible tattoos, as shown in Model 6, is statistically significant 

(Model 6: odds ratio=1.539, p<.001).  This result means that the differential between inmates 

with more versus fewer visible tattoos on the odds of recidivism increases as the number of 

tattoos increase for inmates incarcerated for violent offenses only.  

Of the inmate characteristics impacting inmates either while incarcerated or after release, 

the interactions of supervision following release X number of visible tattoos and months served 

in prison X number of visible tattoos are statistically significant.  Model 10 includes supervision 

following release X number of visible tattoos and indicates that the differential in the odds of 

recidivism between inmates with more visible tattoos versus fewer visible tattoos increases as the 

number of visible tattoos increase for inmates requiring supervision post-release only (Model 10: 

odds ratio=1.361, p<.01).  Model 11 includes the interaction term months served in prison X 

number of visible tattoos and shows that the difference in the odds of recidivism between 

inmates with fewer versus more visible tattoos increases as the number of months served in 

prison increase (Model 11: odds ratio=1.010, p<.001). 

Based on the empirical findings presented in Table 4.3.4 and discussed previously, 

several statistically significant and potentially relevant interactions are evidenced through the 

interaction analyses involving number of visible tattoos and inmate characteristics.  The same 

five interactions are statistically significant and in the same direction of association as for 

number of tattoos of Table 4.3.2.  Although the interactions are similar to those of Table 4.3.2, 

there are two noteworthy observations concerning the interactions with number of visible tattoos.  

First, the race interaction with number of visible tattoos is enhanced somewhat when coupled 

with number of tattoos (Model 3, Table 4.3.4: odds ratio=.771, p<.001 vs. Model 3, Table 4.3.2: 

odds ratio=.787, p<.001).  This distinction between interaction terms for race in the two models 

means that the difference of having an increased number of tattoos as compared to fewer tattoos 

on the odds of recidivism is reduced by an additional 1.6 % for black inmates only when those 

increased tattoos are in a visible bodily location.  Second, the interaction of supervision 
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following release is also magnified here above what is indicated for number of tattoos (Model 

10, Table 4.3.4: odds ratio=1.361, p<.01 vs. Model 10, Table 4.3.2: odds ratio=1.130, p<.001).  

This comparison means that the effect of the supervision following prison interaction is 

enhanced an additional 23.1% for number of visible tattoos over number of tattoos.  Clearly then, 

the visibility of numerous tattoos makes a difference in the differential of inmate characteristics 

on recidivism, and as a result research question nine is answered in the affirmative.   

 
4.4 Summary of Findings 

 
A summary of the study’s findings will now be presented in relation to the research 

questions posed in chapter 3.  Research questions one through five addresses whether there are 

significant main effects between the four separate tattoo measures and the two different 

recidivism measures.  The results allow for an unequivocal answering of affirmative to each 

research question.  Inmates possessing at least one tattoo, those having an increased number of 

tattoos, those with at least one visible tattoo, and those having a greater number of visible tattoos 

have a significantly greater likelihood of being convicted of a new felony offense and a violent 

new felony offense within three years of release from prison.  Confidence that these findings are 

unbiased is bolstered because of the large number of control variables incorporated into the 

statistical models.  The 13 control variables used here have been consistently found to be 

important predictors of recidivism in prior research.  Each control variable used here yields 

similar correlations to recidivism as had been documented in prior studies.  For example, young, 

black, poorly educated, property offenders, and inmates with more extensive criminal 

backgrounds are significantly more likely to recidivate, as was the case in prior research.  

Furthermore, confidence in these findings is also reinforced as the result of the large sample size 

used here, which consists of an entire cohort of inmates released from Florida Department of 

Corrections custody over a six year period.  

The findings addressing research questions six through nine are also answered with an 

unequivocal yes; however, the answers to each of these questions are more nuanced than are 

questions one through five due to the conditional relationships examined. Each of these four 

research questions pose whether there are interactions existing between each of the four tattoo 

measures and each of the 13 control variables. The purpose of this interaction analysis is to 

determine whether each tattoo measure is more consequential on recidivism outcomes for 
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inmates with certain demographic characteristics, before prison experiences, and during prison or 

upon release conditions than inmates with differing characteristics, experiences, and conditions.       

Research question six answers whether the effect of inmates having one or more tattoos 

on recidivism varies across the various categories comprising each control variable.  A set of 13 

interactions were examined, eight of which were statistically significant, indicating that inmates 

with certain characteristics are more impacted by having at least one tattoo, in terms of 

recidivism, than are nontattooed inmates and inmates with differing characteristics.  Specifically, 

inmates who are younger, black, less educated, violent offenders, those with fewer prior 

convictions, prison stints, and prior supervision violations, and those having more disciplinary 

infractions while incarcerated are more impacted by having at least one tattoo on recidivism than 

are nontattooed inmates sharing these characteristics and tattooed inmates that are older, white, 

nonviolent offenders, those with greater criminal histories, and inmates with fewer disciplinary 

write-ups.   

Similarly, for research question number eight, these same statistically significant 

interactions were also produced when the 13 conditioning variables were coupled with the one or 

more visible tattoo measure on recidivism with only a couple of exceptions.  First, the interaction 

for visible tattoo/number of disciplinary infractions was not statistically significant.  Second, the 

differential recidivism effect for violent offenders was more pronounced for inmates with one or 

more visible tattoos (18.6%) than for violent offenders with one or more tattoos (12.1%).  More 

importantly, however, is the overall conclusion that it is the tattooed inmate's demographic 

background characteristics rather than instant offense that are salient in differentiating them with 

non-tattooed inmates on the likelihood of recidivism.  Further, this differential tattoo effect holds 

regardless of the visibility of the tattoo(s).  Inmate characteristics, on the other hand, involving 

experiences and circumstances occurring during or following the instant incarceration are not 

distinguishable across categories of those corresponding conditioning variables.  What this 

suggests is that the presence of tattoos on inmates who are newly indoctrinated into the 

correctional system, in terms of age and previous criminal justice system exposure, is 

significantly more consequential in terms of an increased likelihood of recidivism than for more 

seasoned inmates.    

Research question seven addresses whether there are significant interactions between the 

number of tattoos an inmate possesses and the same 13 conditioning factors on recidivism.  

Research question nine is identical to seven but substitutes number of visible tattoos in place of 
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number of tattoos.  The findings yielded from these two research questions are summarized 

together here because they produce similar statistically significant interactions.  The same five 

statistically significant interactions produced for each tattoo measure warrants answering both 

research question numbers seven and nine in the affirmative.  This indicates that the number of 

tattoos inmates have, both overall or in a visible bodily area, have varying degrees of 

consequentiality on recidivism depending on the demographic, or before, during, or after prison 

circumstances of inmates.  Most importantly, the findings uncovered pertaining to research 

questions seven and nine are particularly revealing when keeping the findings pertaining to 

research questions six and eight in mind.  

The five statistically significant interactions for both number of tattoo and number of 

visible tattoo measures are age, race, offense type, months served in the instant incarceration, and 

whether inmates were required to be supervised post-release.  Interestingly, both interactions 

using age as the conditioning variable indicate that an increased number of tattoos, both overall 

and visible, are more consequential on recidivism for older than younger inmates.  Of course, 

this finding is exactly opposite to findings produced from interactions between age and tattoo 

yes/no and visible tattoo yes/no.  This finding indicates that inmates having at least one tattoo, 

both generally and in a visible spot, are more consequential to younger inmates and inmates with 

less extensive criminal backgrounds.  However, having numerous tattoos is more consequential 

on recidivism for older inmates than younger inmates.   

Similarly, the interactions involving race and both tattoo number measures produce 

findings directly opposite to those found when race is coupled with the tattoo yes/no and visible 

tattoo yes/no measures.  Whereas having one or more tattoos, both in general and visible, is more 

consequential for black inmates than white inmates, when race is coupled with both number of 

tattoos and number of visible tattoos, the consequentiality switches to white inmates.  This seems 

to suggest that the presence of a tattoo has a greater impact on black inmates but there is less of a 

cumulative effect of tattoos for them.  On the other hand, white inmates having a single tattoo are 

not as impacted by it in terms of increased recidivism as blacks; however, there appears to be a 

stronger effect of an accumulation of tattoos on white inmates in terms of increased recidivism.  

Furthermore, the findings show that inmates incarcerated for a violent instant offense are 

further impacted by both the number of tattoos and number of visible tattoos relative to property 

offenders.  Whereas inmates with at least one tattoo who were incarcerated for violent offenses 

have an 18.6% increase in the odds of recidivism relative to nontattooed inmates and tattooed 
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inmates incarcerated for property offenses, inmates having an increased number of tattoos have a 

38.9% increase in the odds of recidivism relative to inmates with a single tattoo or multi-tattooed 

inmates incarcerated for property crimes.  The consequentiality of tattoos on violent offenders is 

further enhanced for those having a greater number of visible tattoos in that there is a 53.9% 

increase in the odds of recidivism for inmates with a greater number of visible tattoos as 

compared to property offenders and violent offenders with fewer visible tattoos.  Although 

property offenders in general have a greater likelihood of recidivating than do violent 

offenders—a consistent finding in the recidivism literature that is also found here—when 

tattooed it is violent offenders who have an enhanced likelihood of recidivism, particularly when 

those offenders have numerous and visible tattoos.   

Two interactions that are not statistically significant are when the conditioning variables 

of months served in prison and supervision following release are paired with tattoo presence 

yes/no and visible tattoos yes/no.  These interactions, however, become statistically significant 

when both conditioning variables are paired with tattoo number and number of visible tattoos.  In 

general, inmates required to be supervised following prison—both here and consistently in prior 

studies—are less likely to recidivate than are prisoners left unsupervised after release (Cox, 

2006; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Calhoun et al., 2008; Phillipp, 2009).  Inmates requiring post-

release supervision who have a greater number of tattoos have a 13% increase in the odds of 

recidivism relative to supervised inmates with few tattoos or nontattooed inmates.  This 

interaction is enhanced to 36.1% for supervised inmates with numerous visible tattoos.          

The effect of number of months inmates serve in prison on recidivism is equivocal in the 

recidivism literature, but here an increase in the months served is related to a decreased 

likelihood of recidivism (reflecting a deterrence explanation).  Interactions pairing months served 

with tattoo presence yes/no and visible tattoos yes/no also are not significant.  However, when 

pairing months served with both the number of tattoos and numbers of visible tattoo measures, 

significant interactions are produced.  These findings indicate that inmates with numerous tattoos 

and numerous visible tattoos who serve longer prison sentences have significantly increased odds 

of recidivism relative to inmates who are less tattooed and who served shorter prison sentences. 

Overall, the findings reached as a result of answering research questions seven and nine 

reflect a fundamental difference than those attained from answering research questions six and 

eight.  To reiterate, the answering of research questions six and eight produce significant 

interactions which suggest that inmates with one or more tattoos—both visible and otherwise—
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who are younger, black, and have less experience as offenders in the criminal justice system 

have an enhanced likelihood of recidivism.  Hence, a limited number of tattoos seem to be more 

consequential for inmates holding younger and minority demographic statuses.  Additionally, 

before-prison characteristics appear to be more intricately linked to inmates with only a few 

tattoos and an increased risk of recidivism.  On the other hand, answers to research questions 

seven and nine offer a completely different set of significant interactions.  Inmates with 

numerous tattoos—both in general and visible—who are older and white have an increased 

likelihood of recidivism.  Moreover, for inmates with a greater number of tattoos and visible 

tattoos, no longer do pre-prison experiences form the basis of conditional relationships on 

recidivism; rather, during-prison and upon-release characteristics assume greater import, as 

evidenced by the significant interactions involving months served and post-release supervision.  

It appears then that an accumulation of tattoos by inmates corresponds to their seasoning in the 

convict world, and perhaps delineating them as recidivists.               
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 CHAPTER FIVE 

 
DISCUSSION  

 
Because of an almost complete lack in recidivism literature as to whether an empirical 

link exists between inmate tattoos and recidivism, the purpose of this study was to provide a 

comprehensive empirical assessment of the potential relationship between tattoos and recidivism.  

The study involves the complete cohort of Florida Department of Corrections inmates released 

from custody between 1995 and 2001.  The cohort was followed for at least three years to 

determine if there are associations between various aspects of inmate tattoos and recidivism, and 

hopefully to uncover the nature of those relationships.  Findings reveal that inmates with at least 

one tattoo, those with greater numbers of tattoos, and those with visible tattoos are significantly 

more likely to be reconvicted for new felony offenses and violent new felonies within three years 

post-release.   

Three primary conclusions are reached based on the significant findings produced by this 

study which shed light on a future research agenda and which may offer helpful policy 

recommendations pertaining to the connection between tattoos and recidivism.  First, main effect 

models relying on the number of tattoos were statistically significant, indicating that inmates 

with low self-control may be indicated by being multi-tattooed, thus putting them at an increased 

risk of recidivism.  Second, main effect models using tattoo visibility measures were also 

statistically significant, indicating that labeling processes may be operating to pose an increased 

risk of recidivism for inmates with visible tattoos.    

Third, and perhaps most important, is the unexpected set of findings that potentially 

identify two distinct inmate profiles that have increased risks of recidivism.  This conclusion will 

be discussed in detail over the following pages, but in sum several findings result from 

interaction analyses that distinguish differential recidivism effects for inmates with certain 

inmate characteristics who possess at least a single tattoo versus those having numerous tattoos.  

Inmates possessing at least a single tattoo—regardless of visibility—and who are younger, black, 

convicted of a violent offense, and newly indoctrinated into the penal system (having fewer prior 

convictions, incarcerations, and supervision violations), but who have a greater number of 

disciplinary infractions, have an increased likelihood of recidivism.  Thus, pre-prison factors for 
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lightly tattooed inmates who have been newly indoctrinated into the prison world are at an 

increased risk of recidivism as opposed to lightly tattooed inmates that are older, white, and who 

have more past experience in the penal system.  Furthermore, a shift occurs in the 

consequentiality of inmate characteristics on recidivism for inmates who are heavily tattooed, 

irrespective of visibility.  There is an increased risk of recidivism for inmates possessing 

numerous tattoos who are older, white, convicted of a violent crime, and who are serving longer 

prison terms and those requiring post-release supervision.  Thus, for inmates who are heavily 

tattooed, the differential recidivism effects of inmate characteristics shifts from pre-prison 

experiences to during/after prison conditions and from novice prisoners to seasoned inmates.  

This conclusion—that two unique inmate profiles exist, both having greater risks of recidivism— 

may provide important empirical and theoretical insights into inmate subculture theory, 

specifically in understanding the effects of prisonization on inmate reentry outcomes.   

The pioneering sociological study of prison organization and inmate life was published in 

1940 with Donald Clemmer’s The Prison Community.  His research took place during the 1930s 

at the Menard Branch of the Illinois State Penitentiary, a facility housing 2,400 adult male 

inmates in the southwest corner of the state.  The principal contribution of Clemmer was to 

formulate, with sociological principles, a conceptual framework to account for an inmate culture 

operating in opposition to prison authority and conventional culture outside the prison.  This 

oppositional orientation of the inmate culture is expressed in an unwritten “prisoners’ code” that 

Clemmer claimed is universal to all prisons and is inclusive of a broader criminal code.  

Clemmer (1940) succinctly captures the essence of the prisoners’ code in stating:  

Inmates are to refrain from helping prison or government officials in matters of 

discipline, and should never give them information of any kind, and especially the 

kind which may work harm to a fellow prisoner.  Supplementary to this, and 

following from it, is the value of loyalty among prisoners in their dealings with 

each other.  This basic idea constitutes the prisoners’ code.  (Clemmer, 1940) 

Furthermore, Clemmer specified an explanation of how new inmates, to varying degrees, come 

to adopt the mores reflected in the inmate code into their own perspectives.  This absorption of 

the inmate culture is a specific assimilation or acculturation process Clemmer refers to as 

“prisonization.”   

Broadly speaking, Clemmer incorporated both social structure and social process aspects 

of existing sociological theory into his theory of prisonization.  The structural component 
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recognized that conditions of the prison environment itself, specifically the frustrations and 

deprivations of being locked up, produce functional adaptations that then shape the inmates’ 

informal social system.  Clemmer suggests that all inmates are prisonized to some extent because 

of the incarceration experience itself.  Clemmer identified several “universal factors of 

prisonization” that include: 

1. Acquiescing to a relegated subordinate role.  

2. Amassing details about the operations of the prison. 

3. Acquiring new daily habits of dress, hygiene, work, and sleep. 

4. Appropriating inmate jargon. 

5. Assuming ingratitude for having needs met. 

6. Aspiring to have a good job. 

Further, the prisonization of inmates, according to Clemmer (1940), involves a social 

process component that takes into account the criminal values offenders tend to have prior to 

incarceration, which are then imported into the prison environment.  These existing criminal 

values are further shaped, and magnified for some, as a result of affiliations established (or not) 

with primary prison groups.  Clemmer (1950) states that a high degree of prisonization is 

expected when the following seven conditions are met: 

1. The inmate has endured a long exposure to the universal factors of prisonization as a 

result of a long prison sentence. 

2. “Pre-prison personality,” in other words, a paucity of pro-social, pre-prison 

relationships but having the capacity to form and maintain antisocial contacts.    

3. A lack of pro-social ties with persons outside of prison. 

4. Desire, capacity, and opportunity to affiliate with primary (or semi-primary) prison 

groups.  

5. Affinity to blindly accept the antisocial attitudes and values (i.e. the prisoners’ code) 

of a primary prison group or the inmate population as a whole  

6. Forced prison relationships with like-minded others (i.e. cellmate, cellblock, and 

work assignments).  

7. Readiness to engage in deviant, in-prison behaviors (e.g. homosexuality, gambling).  

Of these, Clemmer considers primary group affiliation to be the most important factor 

influencing the degree of prisonization acquired by inmates.  Additionally, Clemmer asserts the 

relevance of all pre-prison factors such as age, race, and prior criminality in determining 
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inmates’ “predispositions towards affiliation with inmate primary groups” (Schwartz, 1971).  All 

told, Clemmer’s theory of prisonization accounts for how a new inmate’s already held criminal 

perspectives are magnified via infusion into the prisoner culture which then enhances his chances 

of future offending.  His account, therefore, emphasizes the induction phase of prisonization in 

which, “after the new arrival recovers from the effects of the swallowing-up process, he assigns a 

new meaning to conditions he had previously taken for granted” (Clemmer, 1950).  

 Clemmer provided considerable support for his theory of prisonization.    Notably, 

Clemmer (1938) found considerable variation in whether inmates affiliate with primary prison 

groups or not.  Clemmer (1938) found that only 18% of the inmates took part in primary groups, 

48% affiliated with semi-primary groups, and 40% were solitary.  Further, Clemmer found that 

inmate roles were an important determinant of the extent of prisonization internalized.  

Examining the leadership qualities of inmates comprising the 14 primary or semi-primary groups 

he identified at Menard, Clemmer (1938) found that the most important quality of leadership, in 

the eyes of the followers, was what inmates referred to as “being right.”  The attribute of 

“rightness,” in this regard, was strict loyalty to the prisoners’ code.  Moreover, every leader was 

found to be a professional criminal, thus indicating that pre-prison affiliations in a broader 

criminal subculture results in a greater degree of acculturation into the inmate subculture.       

Overall, other researchers found support for Clemmer’s theory of prisonization, 

particularly concerning the impact of increased time served and inmate primary group affiliation 

on adherence to the inmate code.  Additionally, researchers discovered an aspect of prisonization 

unaccounted for by Clemmer: that the effect of time served on prisonization is nonlinear.  

Wheeler (1961) empirically tested several aspects of Clemmer’s theory with a sample of young 

adult inmates from a western prison.  He found support for the proposition that the degree of 

prisonization increases as a result of the extent and intensity of inmate primary group contacts 

and with an increase in time served.  Furthermore, Wheeler found that, when comparing inmates 

incarcerated for the first time with inmates having prior prison commitments, returnees went 

through a re-prisonization process.  In other words, inmates returning to prison had to readopt the 

inmate code over the course of their prison term in a fashion similar—albeit speedier—as 

inmates incarcerated for the first time.  Moreover, when analyzing the degree of prisonization at 

different phases of the inmates’ incarceration, Wheeler found that adherence to the prisoners’ 

code did not increase linearly over the course of their confinement; rather, prisonization reached 

its peak at the midpoint of their confinement and adherence to the code continued to lessen as 
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inmates approached release.  Similarly, Wellford (1967) found in a sample of adult male inmates 

from a Washington D.C. area prison, that inmate role, time served, and stage of prison term were 

important determinants of prisonization.            

Since the publication of The Prison Community, it has become commonplace for 

researchers to parcel Clemmer’s theory of prisonization into its social structure and social 

process components and to then to conduct empirical tests for determining the relative 

importance of prison structure variables versus inmate process variables.  The structural element 

has become commonly referred to as the “deprivation model,” while the process part is known as 

the “importation model” (Blomberg & Lucken, 2010).  Researchers investigating inmate 

subcultures tend view these models as competing explanations of the inmate subculture.   

The deprivation model is most associated with the work of Sykes (1958), Sykes and 

Messinger (1960), and Goffman (1961).  It is a structural-functional approach to understanding 

prisonization which argues that the frustrations and deprivations of confinement—particularly 

that inmates have been stripped of all worldly possessions, social relationships, and rejected by 

society—lead them to cope by adapting a collective solution to mitigate the pain of these losses.  

Specifically, there are five crucial aspects of humanness that inmates are deprived of as a result 

of being locked up in prison.  These “pains of imprisonment” include loss of liberty, autonomy, 

goods and services, heterosexual relations, and security (Sykes, 1958).  Furthermore, the 

alienation produced by these strains of imprisonment result in the creation of and adherence to 

the prisoners’ code.  The prisoners’ code has been further specified by Sykes and Messinger 

(1960) to include five key elements:  

1. “Don’t interfere with inmate interests”  

2. “Don’t quarrel with other inmates” 

3. “Don’t exploit inmates” 

4. “Don’t be a wimp” 

5. “Don’t take the side of the guard”  

All told, the deprivation model views the prison environment as a “homogenizing setting,” 

therefore emphasizing the importance of in-prison variables in the adoption of the inmate code 

(Schwartz, 1971; Thomas & Poole, 1975; Akers, 1977).                    

Such variables as the degree to which the institution is custodial in nature, length of 

sentence, degree of alienation, and institutional security level have been commonly used in 

evaluations of the deprivation model (Wheeler, 1961; Schwartz, 1971; Akers, 1977; Cao et al., 
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1997; Paterline & Petersen, 1999).  Of these, length of sentence (or time served) has been 

indicated as the most important.  The overall conclusions reached from a review of empirical 

studies comparing deprivation and importation models is that deprivation variables provide a 

better account of conformity to the prisoners’ code (but not for prison primary group affiliations) 

for both incarcerated adults (Thomas & Poole, 1975; Akers et al., 1977; Thomas, 1977; Paterline 

& Petersen, 1999) and juveniles (Schwartz, 1971; Schwartz, 1973; Thomas & Zingraff, 1976; 

Feld, 1981).  

Two important and related criticisms have been levied against the deprivation model.  

First, skeptics of the deprivation model argue that it fails to adequately recognize and account for 

inmate experiences antecedent to the prison term (Irwin & Cressey, 1962; Schwartz, 1971; 

Schwartz, 1973; Thomas & Petersen, 1977; Feld, 1981).  As Irwin & Cressey (1962) state, “they 

bring a set of values with them when they come to prison, and they do not leave these values at 

the gate.”  Second, critics argue that the deprivation model offers virtually no contribution to 

understanding inmate issues occurring subsequent to release (Irwin & Cressey, 1962; Irwin, 

1970; Feld, 1981; Paterline & Petersen, 1999).  Rather, the deprivation model has been almost 

exclusively applied to the understanding of the solidarity inmates develop against prison 

authority within the confines of the prison (Blomberg & Lucken, 2010).  Thus, criminologists 

view the utility of deprivation theory as having narrow applicability that is limited solely to 

prison experiences, as if prisoners are placed in a time capsule between admissions and release.  

Commentators have referred to this restrictive view of prison—to which the deprivation model is 

blamed—as the “black box” view of prison, in which neither antecedent factors nor subsequent 

conditions matter, rather “where offending careers were placed on hold until offenders were 

released” (DeLisi 2003; 2011).  As Delisi (2011) further notes, this is a specific example of a 

broader defect within criminology that disconnects exist between various criminological 

literatures such as those explaining criminal behavior outside prisons, institutional offending 

during incarceration, and recidivism.  As a result of these constraints placed on the deprivation 

model, research interest in inmate subcultures has waned considerably over the past 30 years.  

However, it will be argued in the ensuing pages that the deprivation model offers valuable 

contributions to advancing our understanding of inmate reentry if united with other theoretical 

orientations.      

This disinterest in inmate subculture research is unfortunate since there have been 

important changes in sentencing and correctional policies that have impacted the structural 
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nature of the incarceration experience.  The pains of imprisonment, documented by researchers 

in the 1940s-1960s, have been intensified because of increased length of prison sentences, 

decline in the use of discretionary parole (i.e. parole boards), and the rise of prison gangs.  First, 

when Wheeler (1961) conducted his study, he noted that the average sentence length for inmates 

at that prison was just over three years.  By comparison, the average length of prison sentences 

for inmates incarcerated in federal prisons increased from 39 months in 1986 (the year before 

implementation of the Sentencing Reform Act) to 54 months in 1997 (Sabol & McGready, 1999) 

.  Furthermore, inmates began serving higher percentages of their sentences; for example, in 

1987 federal inmates served 58% (or 22.6 months) of their sentence, whereas in 1997 federal 

inmates served 87% (or 50 months) of their sentence (Sabol & McGready, 1999).   This trend 

has continued with the average length of federal prison sentences increasing to 83.5 months, or 

72.6 months served, as of 2008 (TRAC Reports, 2009).  Similarly, the average length of state 

prison sentences throughout the United States has increased to about 70 months during the 

1990s, dipping back modestly to about 65 months as of 2009 (BJS, 2011).  However, state 

prisons have shown a steady rise in actual time served as a result of the proliferation in “truth in 

sentencing laws” occurring in states during the 1990s that parallels federal practices (Ditton & 

Wilson, 1999; BJS, 2011).  As can be seen, changes in sentencing structures in state and federal 

court systems have resulted in dramatic increases in prison sentences over the past two decades 

that certainly enhances the pains of imprisonment inmates endure.        

Second, due to changes in sentencing practices pursuant to the implementation of the 

Sentencing Reform Act in 1987, the trend is shifting from indeterminate to determinate 

sentencing policies in state courts, as well.  Consequently, many states with determinate 

sentencing structures have abolished discretionary parole for all offenses or violent offenses.  

Specifically, as of 2000, 16 states completely eliminated their parole boards, while five 

additional states eliminated violent offenses from their parole boards’ purview (Ditton & Wilson, 

1999; Hughes et al., 2001).  As some commentators have argued, the presence of parole boards 

operated as a mechanism of institutional control over the inmate population (Wheeler, 1961; 

Bronson, 2006).  Indications are that the removal of this apparatus diminishes the effectiveness 

of the prisoners’ code in affecting informal control over inmates, and thereby increasing turmoil 

amongst inmates (Bronson, 2006).  This avenue of research must be further examined.         

Third, the dramatic rise of prison gangs is becoming well documented (Jacobs, 1974; 

Hunt et al., 1993; Phelan & Hunt, 1998; Paterline & Petersen, 1999; Valentine, 2000; Bronson, 
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2006).  Arguably considered both an importation and deprivation factor, growth of gang 

affiliations in prison appears to have produced a markedly more violent prison community (Hunt 

et al., 1993; DeLisi et al., 2004; Bronson, 2006),  a development which clearly exacerbates 

inmates’ concerns for their personal safety.  Preliminary indications are that the proliferation of 

prison gangs has produced a deterioration of the prisoners’ code, as originally conceived —with 

its emphasis on inmate solidarity—to the emergence of the more unstable “code of the street” 

mentality that promotes an individualistic orientation among inmates (Hunt et al., 1993; 

Bronson, 2006).                         

The importation model emphasizes the social process aspects of Clemmer’s (1940) 

theory of prisonization and is most closely associated with the work of Irwin and Cressey (1962) 

and Irwin (1970).  The importation model regards prison as a “differentiating setting” (Schwartz, 

1971) in which prisonization is the product of inmates’ pre-prison affiliations, either with a 

criminal subculture, a delinquent subculture (as suggested by Cohen (1955) and Miller (1958)), 

or the conventional culture.  The dominance of these pre-prison alliances, in turn, orients the new 

prisoner towards affiliating with specific prison primary groups that Irwin and Cressey (1962) 

characterized as “thieves, convicts, and straights.”  Thieves become the “real men” in prison by 

strongly adhering to the inmate code in order to do their time with the least inconvenience and 

most privilege as possible.  These inmates remain focused on their criminal life outside the 

prison and do not become overly involved in inmate drama and conflicts.  Conversely, the 

inmate that comes to prison from a delinquent subculture will be oriented towards a convict 

subculture while incarcerated.  These “convicts” are concerned with prison life and attempt to 

achieve status by manipulating the prison environment.  Additionally, inmates with strong pre-

prison ties to conventional culture tend to be isolationists while incarcerated. 

Furthermore, importation theorists link affiliations the inmates have during incarceration 

to reentry outcomes (Irwin & Cressey, 1962; Irwin, 1970).  Specifically, inmates identifying as 

convicts are at the greatest risk of recidivism, followed closely by inmates oriented to the thief 

subculture.  Inmates that were oriented towards a legitimate prison subculture are predicted to 

have the least risk of recidivism after release.  All told, as Irwin and Cressey (1962) argue, the 

importation model posits that inmates do not leave their pre-prison experiences, affiliations, and 

beliefs at the prison gate upon arrival.  Therefore, this perspective emphasizes pre-prison factors, 

primary group orientation, inmate roles, and the induction phase of inmates entering the prison 
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community.  Put simply, the importation argument can be diagrammed as: pre-prison 

characteristics → affiliations → deviant perspective → recidivism (Schwartz, 1971). 

Variables commonly used in tests of the importation thesis are various pre-prison factors 

including social status characteristics (e.g. sex, age, race, ethnicity, and educational 

achievement), past criminality measures (e.g. age of first conviction, current offense type, 

number of prior convictions and incarcerations, gang affiliations, and drug history), pre-prison 

affiliations, in-prison affiliations, prison roles, and family factors (Schwartz, 1971; Akers, 1977; 

Paterline & Petersen, 1999).  Overall, there is considerable empirical support for the importation 

theory.  This framework provides a better account for inmate identification with and assimilation 

into inmate primary groups than does the deprivation model (Schwartz, 1971, 1973; Jacobs, 

1974; Thomas, 1977).  Furthermore, the importation argument accounts for adherence to the 

inmate code, albeit to a lesser extent, than does the deprivation model (Akers, 1977; Paterline & 

Petersen, 1999).  Moreover, importation variables better explain institutional disciplinary 

infractions than do the deprivation model (Zamble, 1992; Finn, 1993; Cao et al., 1997; Jiang & 

Fisher-Giorlando, 2002; DeLisi et al., 2004; DeLisi et al., 2011).             

We return to the present study and discussion of the key set of unexpected findings that 

possibly two unique inmate profiles are each associated with greater odds of recidivism.  It is 

important to keep in mind that every importation variable included as controls in the main effect 

models used here were significantly associated with increases in recidivism in a manner 

consistent with prior recidivism research, including males, young, black, poorly educated, 

property offenders, prior incarcerations, prior convictions, prior supervision violations, and more 

disciplinary infractions.  Then, when assessing whether there is a uniformity or differential effect 

across these characteristics, when coupled with the four tattoo measures, it was found that there 

is a differential recidivism effect for almost all importation-related inmate characteristics of 

lightly tattooed inmates.  With the exception of inmate sex, each of these inmate characteristics 

reflects a differential recidivism effect for inmates possessing a few tattoos.  Furthermore, with 

the exception of offense type, each of these significant differential recidivism effects is along the 

same lines as the inmate characteristic demonstrated when isolated as a control.  That is, inmates 

characterized as newcomers to the criminal justice system—those with fewer convictions, 

incarcerations, and supervision violations—have an increased likelihood of recidivism when 

possessing a small number of tattoos.  Furthermore, these inmates with a few tattoos who 

recidivate more are characterized as younger, black, and have accrued more institutional 
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disciplinary infractions. 16  However, it is lightly tattooed inmates incarcerated for an instant 

violent offense that have increased odds of recidivism.  In light of the discussion of importation 

and deprivation models of prisonization, this finding suggests that pre-prison factors, and hence 

the importation argument, accounts for inmates who possess one or more tattoos having an 

increased incidence of recidivism.      

Furthermore, when reexamining the impact of control variables that are ascribed as 

deprivation variables in the main effect models used here, ostensibly there is only limited support 

for the deprivation argument of prisonization.  There are two variables considered as purely 

deprivation:  months served in prison and institutional security level (dummy coded as medium 

and high with low as the reference category).  Each is statistically significant, but months served 

is in the wrong direction for how the deprivation model predicts: as months served in prison 

increases, the odds of recidivism decreases.  Although the relationship between time served and 

recidivism is inconsistent in the recidivism literature, the finding here of an inverse relationship 

is echoed by many other studies (Beck & Shipley, 1997; Bales & Mears, 2008), which makes it 

understandable why the deprivation model is seen as fostering a “black box” conception of 

prisonization.  However, in main effect models examined here, both medium and high custody 

levels are positively related to recidivism, which is consistent with findings from other studies 

(Mulligan, 2002; Chen & Shapiro, 2007; Kohl et al., 2008) and supportive of a deprivation 

model.  Therefore, as a result of the examination of the main effect models used here, there is 

limited support for the deprivation model.                   

However, when assessing whether there is uniformity or differential recidivism effects 

emerging across categories of the deprivation variables when coupled with greater numbers of 

tattoos, interesting findings emerge.  First, for inmates possessing an increasing number of 

tattoos, pre-prison factors lose relevancy.  Specifically, criminal background, educational 

achievement, young, black, and number of disciplinary infractions lose the differential 

recidivism effect each had when coupled with small numbers of tattoos.     
                                                 
16 Disciplinary infractions (DIs) are best regarded as an importation variable for three main reasons, even though DIs 
clearly is inmate conduct occurring during the prison sentence.  First, according to prior research, the importation 
model best accounts for DIs (Wooldredge, 1991; Cao et al., 1997; Jiang & Fisher-Giorlando, 2002; DeLisi, 2003; 
DeLisi et al., 2004; DeLisi et al., 2011).  Second, several studies demonstrate that DIs are “most likely to occur in 
the earliest stages of confinement as inmates learn to adjust to prison life” (DeLisi et al., 2004). Studies 
demonstrating that DI occurrences are significantly skewed to the early phase of inmates’ incarceration period 
include Zamble (1992), Finn (1993), and Cao et al. (1997).  Third, many studies demonstrate that inmates serving 
shorter prison sentences have significantly more DIs (Flanagan, 1980; Wooldredge, 1991; DeLisi, 2003).             
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Second, a different host of factors emerges holding differential recidivism effects when 

partnered with greater number of tattoos than was evident in the case of few tattoos.  Although 

violent offense type continues to demonstrate a differential recidivism effect as before, now 

months served and supervision post-release show differential recidivism effects with increased 

number of tattoos.  Months served, as was mentioned in the previous discussion of the 

deprivation theory literature, is arguably the single most important factor ascribed to the 

deprivation argument.  Furthermore, young and black inmate characteristics no longer implicate 

consequentiality on recidivism; rather, older and white demographic characteristics become 

consequential.  Overall, this set of findings is supportive of the deprivation model, in that it is the 

heavily tattooed, seasoned inmate—those who are older, white, and are serving 

disproportionately longer prison terms—who have an increased odds of recidivism.   

Collectively, the two sets of findings—one supporting an importation argument and the 

other a deprivation argument—yield three potentially important insights that may provide 

important enhancements to our understanding of the potential role that inmate tattoos have on the 

prisonization process.  First, the deportation model has always been criticized for being 

irrelevant outside the prison community.  The findings here, perhaps for the first time, suggest 

that it may be heavily tattooed inmates in particular who serve longer prison terms—and not all 

prisoners serving longer prison terms—that have an increased likelihood of recidivism.  Hence, 

multi-tattoos may be an expression or proxy for inmate alienation, the overarching aspect of the 

deprivation thesis.  The paragraphs below will supply ample anecdotal evidence from the tattoo 

literature that tattoos acquired by inmates confined in total institutions are used as an instrument 

for adapting to alienation.     

Second, these two sets of findings indicate the possible existence of a temporal shift 

occurring in the operation of the prisonization process in terms of importation factors being more 

germane in the indoctrination phase of prisonization, but that a transition to deprivation factors 

occurs during the long-haul stage of prisonization.  Wheeler’s (1961) key finding was that the 

degree of prisonization is not a linear function of time served in prison; rather, there is a 

“temporal shift” operating in the prisonization process in which the maximum degree of 

prisonization occurs in the middle of the sentence and begins to diminish as the inmate 

approaches his release date.  An additional temporal shift might be functioning in which a 

replacement of pre-prison characteristics with during-prison conditions on recidivism happens 

during the prisonization process.  However, here as with Wheelers’ (1961) study, the possibility 
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of this temporal shift occurring is only inferable with the data set used and can only be confirmed 

via longitudinal data.     

Third, the set of findings also shows that multi-tattooed, seasoned inmates who spend 

more time served and who are required to be supervised have an increased risk of recidivism.  

This finding is contradictory to the main effect models presented here and the recidivism 

literature that finds inmates released to supervision have reduced the odds of recidivism.  The 

finding that inmates with these characteristics, who are more likely to fail when supervised post-

release, can be accounted for by both deprivation and labeling theory arguments.  Of course, 

inmates who have been alienated via long prison terms would be predicted to reoffend upon 

release thereby increasing their odds of recidivism.  However, a labeling theory argument is 

perhaps operating as well.  Multi-tattooed ex-cons who were incarcerated for violent offenses 

may be under greater scrutiny by their parole officers, thereby increasing their odds of getting 

caught for reoffending.  There is support for the labeling theory argument in the current data, in 

that supervised inmates with a greater number of tattoos have a 13% increase in the likelihood of 

recidivism as compared to supervised inmates with a greater number of visible tattoos having a 

36% increase in the likelihood of recidivism.          

All told, this set of findings suggests that pre-prison characteristics and the induction 

phase for young, first-time inmates entering prison are relevant in determining reentry outcomes 

for inmates having at least a single tattoo.  This finding can be accounted for by the importation 

model.  However, for inmates with greater numbers of tattoos, the consequentiality of pre-prison 

inmate characteristics loses its impact on recidivism.  Rather, a temporal shift to during prison 

conditions, specifically length of sentence, is observed, indicating that continued exposure to the 

deprivations associated with long-term incarceration is operating.  This finding is explained by 

the deprivation model.  Again, both sets of findings point to the existence of distinct inmate 

profiles that are each associated with an increase in recidivism.     

A brief sketch of a few qualitative studies of tattoos worn by incarcerated inmates from 

various “total institutions” sheds light on the role that tattoos may have for both importation and 

deprivation arguments of prisonization.  It must be reiterated that the data used in this study were 

collected by the Florida Department of Corrections solely at the time of admission.  This is a 

significant limitation of this study.  Thus, for purposes of this discussion on prisonization, inmate 

tattoos are necessarily a characteristic of inmates that were imported into the prison milieu.  The 

tattoo literature is replete with accounts of tattoos that were acquired by inmates during periods 
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of confinement in various custodial settings.  Furthermore, based on an examination of the types 

of offenses comprising 8,472 disciplinary infractions committed by a sample of 1005 adult 

prisoners, it was found that just over 10% were for tattooing (DeLisi, 2003).  Thus, although 

untapped in this study, tattoos acquired by inmates during their incarceration are an important 

consideration for a fuller discussion of the role inmate tattoos may have on prisonization.  

There is considerable evidence that inmates in various institutional settings acquire 

tattoos while incarcerated as a means of coping with the deprivations associated with being 

locked up.  A common reason adult and juvenile female inmates report amassing tattoos while in 

custody is to cope with the boredom and loneliness they feel as a result of the incarceration 

experience (Burma, 1975; Fox, 1976).  Often, female inmates will tattoo the name of an 

important person in their life, from the free community, as a way of memorializing that outside 

relationship (Fox, 1976).  Furthermore, receiving tattoos are an adaptation to alienation as was 

evidenced by Taylor (1968) in a study of New Zealander Borstal girls.  He found that those girls 

reporting the most loss of outside contact were the most heavily tattooed.   Additionally, female 

inmates are motivated to receive tattoos in prison as a result of attempts to link themselves with 

another inmate with whom they have an intimate relationship (Fox, 1976; Taylor, 1968; Taylor, 

1970).  In this manner, female inmates, both adult and juvenile, publicly display the identity of 

their homosexual partner as a marker of the intended permanency of that relationship (Taylor, 

1968, 1970; Fox, 1976).  Thus, as a result of the pains of imprisonment, specifically the 

alienation female inmates’ feel concerning their loss of liberty and heterosexual relationships, 

they accumulate tattoos in an effort to mitigate those loses and making their incarceration more 

bearable.         

Similarly, adult male inmates acknowledge their struggles of coping with imprisonment 

and the stripping away of self that incarceration entails when reporting that being tattooed helps 

ease the frustrations and despair they feel.  Moran (1974) analyzed the designs of 316 tattoos 

owned by a subsample of the tattooed inmate population from a medium-security, adult male 

prison near Boston.  He developed a typology of the motivations for acquiring tattoos based upon 

an analysis of the designs coupled with in-depth interviews of respondents.  As a result, he 

determined that 67% of inmate tattoos could be categorized as resulting from the pains of 

imprisonment as identified by Sykes (1958), specifically loss of liberty, autonomy, and 

conventional sexual relations.  The categories Moran (1974) devised of common tattoo designs 

and the corresponding motivations behind those designs, specifically for tattoos acquired out of 
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the pains of incarceration, included: 1) communication of or identification with outside other 

(29%), 2) communication of or identification with self (14%), and 3) communication of or 

identification of values (24%).  The first one listed clearly corresponds to Sykes’ (1958) loss of 

freedom inmates experience as a result of incarceration.  The designs in this category often 

reflect the name of significant persons in the inmate’s pre-prison life such as a girlfriend or 

family member.  The design may also signify an important event such as a marriage, birth of a 

child, or date of an achievement.  Maintaining a connection to an important person outside the 

institution via acquiring tattoo designs reflecting that individual’s name or initials were also the 

most common reason incarcerated juvenile offenders (Burma, 1965; Taylor, 1970) and 

institutionalized mental patients (Ferguson-Rayport et al., 1955; Edgerton & Dingman, 1963; 

McKerracher & Watson, 1969) gave for being tattooed in custodial situations.      

The second category in Moran’s (1974) typology is on par with Sykes’ (1958) notion of 

loss of autonomy.  Several researchers found tattoo designs representing this category as 

commonplace and typically represented the inmate's own name or initial, nickname, or a motto 

that characterized the inmates’ perception of his life (e.g. “born to lose” or “unlucky number 7”) 

(Haines & Huffman, 1958; Edgerton & Dingman, 1963; Moran, 1974).   Furthermore, the timing 

of inmates’ acquisition of self-identifying tattoos, often soon after arriving at the institution, 

indicates that tattoos may be an instrument used to alleviate the loss of autonomy that new 

arrivals experience (Haines & Huffman, 1958; Edgerton & Dingman, 1963; Taylor, 1970).  

Edgerton and Dingman (1963) state, “tattooing takes place shortly after admission when, due to 

the early mortification of institutional life, the need for identity is greatest” (Edgerton & 

Dingman, 1963).  Historical records reveal that British convicts transported to Australia suffered 

similar deprivations from the incarceration experience, which led many to tattoo themselves in 

an attempt to remain connected to outside others (Kent, 1997; Maxwell-Stewart & Duffield, 

2000).  Again, males incarcerated in a variety of total institutional settings appear inclined to 

acquire tattoos in an effort to offset the assault on their sense of self that is universally 

experienced by anyone who is incarcerated in what has been variously referred to as the 

“swallowing-up” or “stripping and mortification” process of incarceration (Clemmer, 1950; 

Goffman, 1961).    

The third category in Moran’s (1974) typology parallels Sykes’ (1958) loss of 

heterosexual relations as a particular pain of incarceration.  Specifically, male inmates are 

motivated to tattoo an expression of their masculinity in an environment void of female presence.  
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Commonly, the tattoo images acquired for this reason are pornographic in nature, which 

communicates the wearer’s sexual interests in females.  The motivation to acquire tattoos as an 

expression of masculinity, due to the loss of female contact, was observed in samples of male 

prisoners (Haines & Huffman, 1958; Moran, 1974) and institutionalized mental patients 

(Ferguson-Rayport et al., 1955; Gittleson et al., 1969; McKerracher & Watson, 1969).                       

An examination of tattoos as a coping instrument for prisoners’ concerns over their 

personal safety, as a result of being housed with dangerous and predatorial fellow inmates, has 

been neglected by researchers.  The formation and evolution of prison gangs provide an 

important context for discussions on how inmates deal with an increasingly violent prison 

environment.  Several prominent gangs have emerged in prisons throughout the United States 

over the past 40 years as a means of a collective protection strategy.  Most prison gangs only 

allow admission for inmates possessing specified racial or ethnic backgrounds in an effort to 

protect its members from opposing groups (Phelan & Hunt, 1998; Valentine, 2000).  For 

example, the Mexican Mafia and Nuestra Familia are rival California based Hispanic gangs; the 

Aryan Brotherhood is an all-white prison gang; and the Black Guerrilla Family an all-black 

prison gang.  These gangs require inmates to swear a lifetime allegiance to the gang with a 

continuing commitment after release from prison.  Members who attempt to sever ties with the 

gang risk being executed by fellow gang members, either inside or outside the prison (Phelan & 

Hunt, 1998; Valentine, 2000).  Phelan and Hunt (1998) provide insight into the tattoos acquired 

by members of the Nuestra Familia in their ethnographic study in the California Prison system.  

The overall conclusion reached is that tattoos of Nuestra Familia members reflect the 

permanency of the commitment members have made and signify passage through the 

hierarchical command structure of the gang’s organization.                               

There is also ample evidence in the literature that individuals confined in various total 

institutions either acquire their tattoos soon after incarceration or enter the institution with the 

tattoos for the express purpose of communicating their inmate primary group affiliations.  Of 

course, this function of tattoos represents the importation argument of prisonization.  

Furthermore, the affiliational motivation for tattoos, most commonly expressed as an icon 

identified by the group, is instrumental for both adult male prisoners (Moran, 1974) and juvenile 

inmates (Burma, 1965), as well as for male mental patients (Edgerton & Dingman, 1963).  

Moreover, tattoos reflecting group affiliations communicate an inmate’s status to fellow 

prisoners (DeMello, 1993).  In her ethnographical study of tattooed inmates in a California 
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prison, DeMello (1993) acknowledges that tattoos indicate that the wearer identifies himself as a 

convict.  She states:  

There is, among convicts, a type of honour [sic] system related to who should be 

tattooed and who should not which relates directly to age.  Older convicts feel that 

younger prisoners should not get tattooed if they don’t already have any tattoos, 

and many tattooists in prison will simply refuse to tattoo a new prisoner.  

(DeMello, 1993) 

In conclusion, based on findings from this and prior studies, there is evidence that 

inmates with tattoos have a greater likelihood of recidivism and violent recidivism.  Further, the 

findings demonstrate that inmates with more and visible tattoos have enhanced odds of 

recidivating.  Moreover, the findings reveal that the impact of inmates having tattoos on 

recidivism is not uniform across various demographic characteristics, pre-prison, during-prison, 

and post-release experiences and circumstances of inmates.  Rather, there is a differential 

recidivism effect evident across these inmate factors.  Notably, inmates possessing a small 

number of tattoos are at an increased risk of recidivism if they are young, violent offenders who 

are newly indoctrinated into the correctional system.  This finding is not explained well by either 

self-control or labeling theories.  However, this finding is consistent with an importation model 

of prisonization argument in which tattoos, as a pre-prison characteristic, orients an incoming 

inmate towards convict or criminal subcultural affiliations and corresponding prison misconduct.  

Consequently, the prison subcultural values are absorbed by such inmates, producing a 

consummated criminal perspective that increases their probability of committing criminal 

offenses after release and thereby a greater chance of recidivism.     

Moreover still, is the finding that inmates possessing numerous tattoos have an increased 

likelihood of recidivism if they are older, violent offenders who served longer prison terms.  This 

finding is consistent with the deprivation model of prisonization argument that the prolonged 

exposure to the despair produced by the “stripping and mortification process” inherent in the 

prison experience itself results in a dejected and alienated offender.  As Clemmer (1940) states, 

“the manner in which the attitudes of prisoners are modified as the men spend month after month 

in the penal milieu” posits an increase in prisonization for inmates serving lengthier sentences.  

The disaffected convict, after being freed, would be expected to be a greater risk of reoffending 

and thus an increased likelihood of recidivism.    
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 And most compellingly, because recidivism appears to be influenced by both 

importation and deprivation factors of prisonization, and because the number of tattoos inmates 

possess is linked to both aspects of prisonization, these two sets of findings may distinguish two 

unique inmate profiles.  One profile depicts a young, black, poorly educated, and lightly tattooed 

violent offender who is a relative newcomer into the prison world and whose future criminality 

will be enhanced as a result of early prison affiliations and indoctrination into the convict 

subculture.  The second inmate profile depicts an older, white inmate who is heavily tattooed and 

has served a lengthier person term resulting in enhanced alienation that may be responsible for 

producing future criminality.  Thus, each inmate type may be indicated by their respective degree 

of tattooing and linked to both induction and long-haul stages of the prisonization process.  

Continued research may be useful in forging integrated models that encompasses importation 

and deprivation factors of prisonization along with labeling factors to account for inmate reentry 

outcomes.                 

The results of this study establish the existence of a relationship between various aspects 

of inmate tattoos and the likelihood of recidivism.  Further, findings show that the tattoo-

recidivism link is enhanced under specific pre-prison, during-prison, and after- release 

conditions.  Moreover, three criminological theories seem to explain many of the findings 

discussed in earlier sections.  Caution must be exercised in asserting any causation in the 

relationships existing between the tattoo measures employed and recidivism.  As Hirschi and 

Selvin (1967) state, the three requirements for establishing causality include correlation, 

temporal order, and the lack of spuriousness.  Clearly, the first two conditions are met here 

between inmate tattoos and recidivism.  However, if it is determined that low self-control plays a 

significant role in these findings, then the inmate tattoos cannot be a cause of recidivism because 

the inmates would have acquired low self-control prior to receiving their first tattoo.  Therefore, 

the condition of low self-control would account for both inmates amassing tattoos and 

committing crimes including the recidivating offenses.  Similarly, as the previous discussion of 

tattoos and the deprivation model alluded, the tattoo-recidivism link would not be causal because 

tattoos inmates acquired would be a result of pains of imprisonment and not a cause.  Thereby, 

inmate alienation and despair would cause both receiving tattoos and prisonization, with 

prisonization in turn producing recidivism.      

It is possible, however, that tattoos play a causal role, at least to some extent, concerning 

both labeling theory and the importation theory of prisonization.  Specifically, if the findings 
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suggested here are valid, in that heavily tattooed ex-cons on parole are scrutinized more closely 

by police and parole officers than are less tattooed parolees, then the tattoo could be causally 

related to recidivism.  Likewise, if inmates who have conventional employment opportunities 

blocked as a result of having visible tattoos and as a result reoffend and are caught and formally 

processed, then the tattoo would play a causal role in the recidivism event.  Also, tattoos may 

have a causal impact on recidivism in the importation model of prisonization.  Specifically, if 

inmates arriving at prison are sporting tattoos, and those tattoos open up avenues of affiliation 

with convict or criminal subcultures that lead to prisonization and then to a recidivism event, 

then the tattoo itself might be a component in such a causal chain.  Future research is required to 

determine whether tattoos are a cause of recidivism.  Some research ideas will now be discussed.   

                         

 

5.1 Future Research 
 

Although the data used here were not longitudinal, efforts were made to include relevant 

variables with divergent “temporal frames of reference” (Wheeler, 1961) that would include 

inmates’ pre-prison characteristics and experiences, during prison conditions, and after release 

circumstances, the hope being that any tattoo-recidivism link uncovered might be further 

assessed to determine its likely impact at specific phases along inmates’ career paths.  Several 

findings did in fact emerge that would suggest that inmate tattoos may have an impact on 

recidivism at particular junctures in the lives of offenders.  Based on the findings here between 

inmate tattoos and recidivism, future research should continue to assess the various conditions in 

which the relationship is optimized or minimized.  Several promising avenues for future research 

will be discussed now.  

First, low self-control is a potentially important pre-prison characteristic of inmates that 

is imported into the prison community.  The present findings indicate that inmates who acquire 

numerous tattoos have an increased likelihood of recidivism for each tattoo.  Inmates who 

receive numerous tattoos may do so as a result of low self-control.  As Gottfredson and Hirschi 

(1991) argue with their self-control theory, self-control is acquired by everyone to varying 

degrees as a result of early childhood socialization.  Further, the extent of self-control acquired is 

relatively established by about the age of 10.  Moreover, low self-control is viewed as the 

fundamental cause of crime and impulsive behavior that are analogous to crime such as truancy, 
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underage drinking, risky sex, and tattoos.  In the current context, low self-control accounts for 

the offense(s) committed by inmates that landed them in prison in the first place, the tattoos they 

possess, and the commission of new offenses resulting in recidivism.  Accordingly, self-control 

theory relegates all other seemingly significant influences on crime, such as labeling effects or 

subcultural sources, as spurious.  There is evidence suggesting that low self-control is an 

important predictor of recidivism for juvenile (Benda et al., 2005; Langton, 2006) and adult 

inmates (Crime and Justice Institute, 2009; Beane, 2011)  

Levels of self-control can be accessed using attitudinal and behavioral scales.  The 

instrument most commonly tested and used is the attitudinal scale devised by Grasmick et al. 

(1993).  The Grasmick et al. scale taps the six fundamental underlying features of low self-

control and has determined those characteristics to coalesce into a unidimensional trait.  Other 

studies supporting the Grasmick et al. scale of low self-control as a unidimensional trait include 

Brownfield and Sorenson (1993), Nagin and Paternoster (1993), Piquero and Tibbetts (1996),  

Piquero and Rosay (1998), and LaGrange and Silverman (1999).   

Whether low self-control is the overriding cause of recidivism could be directly tested.  A 

sample of inmates would be given an instrument, such as the Grasmick et al. (1993) low self-

control scale.  Self-control scores would then be compared with tattoo measures to determine the 

degree of association between low self-control and inmate tattoos.  Further, inmates’ self-control 

scores would be incorporated into models, such as the ones used here, to assess the effect of low 

self-control on recidivism outcomes.  If low self-control is the underlying cause of recidivism, as 

the theory predicts, then the low self-control variable should be statistically significant, and other 

variables, such as the tattoo measures, should diminish in significance.  This being the case, 

continued research might be used to further assess the connection between inmate tattoos and 

low self-control in an effort to develop behavioral instruments of tattoos as an indicator of low 

self-control.      

Second, the findings and conclusions presented here point to the possibility that tattoos 

may be instrumental in the prisonization process—both importation and deprivation provisions.  

The following research questions might be useful for guiding future studies for assessing the 

connection between inmate tattoos, primarily received in prison, and the deprivational aspects of 

prisonization.  Do inmates with longer sentences get prison tattoos?  Are there common designs 

that distinguish prison tattoos from those acquired in outside settings?  Do inmates with less 

outside contact get more prison tattoos?  Do inmates acquire tattoos soon after arriving in prison?   
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Do inmates scoring higher on alienation scales get more prison tattoos?  Do inmates in more 

custodial or dangerous milieus get more prison tattoos?  Do inmates with more prison tattoos 

adhere more strongly to the prisoners’ code?  Do inmates acquiring prison tattoos have an 

increased likelihood of recidivism?  Answering these and other questions about the connection 

between tattoos and inmate deprivations might help expand our understanding of the pains of 

imprisonment and the prisonization process, provide better predictive models of recidivism, and 

allow for the emergence of policies that help reduce recidivism.  For instance, once the inmate 

begins approaching his or her release date, it would be important to know whether tattoo removal 

programs are effective for inmates who received them as a result of the losses of imprisonment.   

Furthermore, an examination of the link between inmate tattoos and importation aspects 

of prisonization might deepen our understanding of the role prisonization plays in future 

offending patterns.  Studies focusing on the pre-prison tattoos and affiliations inmates have prior 

to prison along with the indoctrination phases into the inmate community may be enlightened by 

the following research questions.  Do tattooed inmates entering prison have more delinquent or 

criminal subcultural values as opposed to conventional culture perspectives?  Do tattoo designs 

help distinguish inmates with orientations toward criminal subcultures versus delinquent 

subcultures?  Do tattooed inmates entering prison affiliate in inmate primary groups more so than 

nontattooed inmates (i.e. are nontattooed inmates the isolationists?)?  If so, do the designs worn 

by inmates arriving to prison help orient them to particular inmate groups?  Do inmate roles 

reflect the number, location, and content of the tattoos they have upon arrival or acquired while 

incarcerated?  Do aspects of tattoos including number, location, and design have a connection 

with DIs?  Do inmates possessing affiliational tattoos score higher on prisonization measures; if 

so, do those inmates have an increased probability of recidivism?     

 Third, although traditional labeling theory emphasizes an inmate’s change in self-identity 

between primary and secondary deviance (Garfinkel, 1956; Becker, 1963; Matza, 2010), modern 

labeling theory has come to stress the importance that exclusion has on conventional 

opportunities that in turn lead to crime (Bernburg & Krohn, 2003; Bernburg et al. 2006; Chiricos 

et al., 2007).  There may be evidence of this social consequences effect in the findings presented 

here.  As was discussed, multi-tattooed inmates having served longer prison terms particular for 

violent offenses have an increased likelihood of recidivism if they are being supervised post-

release.  This effect was significantly enhanced if those numerous tattoos were visible.  Further 

research might include interviews of parolees, parole officers, and other criminal justice system 
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actors to determine whether ex-cons that are heavily tattooed receive less favorable 

considerations in arrest decisions, charging, verdict, and sentencing decisions.  Furthermore, an 

additional post-release consideration where the social consequences of tattoos may impact 

recidivism is through post-release employment opportunities.  This aspect of labeling theory 

would be empirically tested by incorporating post-release data of inmates into a data set, such as 

the one used here, and then assessing whether employment mediates the effects from the tattoo 

measures on recidivism.  There is anecdotal evidence that employers discriminate against those 

having visible tattoos in their hiring practices (Bekhor et al, 1995; Swanger, 2005) and that 

inmates released from prison are concerned about their visible tattoos hindering employment 

opportunities (Burma, 1965; Irwin, 1970; Moran, 1974; Fox, 1996; Ross, 1985; Jacobs & 

Wright, 1999).           

 

 5.2 Policy Implications  
 

There are several implications for correctional policy drawn from this study.   A 

structural consideration would be returning to indeterminate sentencing structures with a focus 

on reducing the overall sentence length and the time inmates serve.  If prison communities are 

truly criminogenic, as Clemmer (1950) suggests, then reducing inmates’ exposure to the 

universal and affiliational aspects of prisonization should help reduce post-release offending and 

hence recidivism.  However, as prior efforts at tinkering with sentencing structures have shown, 

such changes alone only exchange one set of problems for others.  Renewed efforts at screening, 

segregating, and socializing seem particularly appropriate policy ideas gleaned from these 

findings that should be used in conjunction with sentencing reforms.     

Similar to other correctional systems in the United States, the Florida Department of 

Corrections (DOC) has an inmate classification system that emphasizes several imperatives for 

maintaining security within its correctional facilities.  These include, in part, ensuring public 

safety, ensuring the safety of personnel, and ensuring the safety and supervision of inmates 

(http://www.dc.state.fl.us/pub/asp/20102015/imperative3.html).  Focusing here on the third 

imperative, the Florida DOC relies on an inmate classification system to identify inmate risk 

levels in order to reduce inmate homicides, assaults, and rapes.  Further, the inmate screening 

system attempts to identify “security threat groups” (STG) and their members as an additional 

measure to ensure the safety of inmates and the security of the facilities.  Based on the current 
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findings, the continual screening of inmate tattoos, not only at admissions (as is the practice of 

the DOC) but throughout the inmate’s sentence would be a prudent measure for enhancing this 

imperative, particularly concerning STGs (Phelan & Hunt, 1998; Valentine, 2000). 

Furthermore, the screening for inmate tattoos throughout each inmate’s incarceration stint 

would have an added benefit of providing an additional criterion on which to classify inmates for 

security level designation.  An added goal for the DOC’s imperative of inmate and institutional 

security improvements would be to segregate younger inmates who are relative newcomers to 

the correctional system and having few tattoos from seasoned inmates that are heavily tattooed.  

As was discussed previously, security designations based inmate classification criteria which 

includes number of tattoos may reduce prisonization effects and thereby reduce recidivism.   

A final policy recommendation that should be employed, based on the findings from the 

present study, is inmate socialization efforts aimed at reducing the effects of prisonization.  Harer 

(1995) argued that there is a movement in American prisons towards “normalization” programs 

such as education, drug and alcohol treatment, and vocational training.  These pragmatic-

oriented programs, according to Harer, aim to reduce prisonization while attempting to establish 

pro-social bonds.  Harer (1995) conducted a multivariate analysis of recidivism outcomes based 

upon a 35% random sample of all inmates released from federal custody during the first six 

months of 1987.  He found that inmates engaged in a particular educational program aimed at 

inmate normalization reduced their likelihood of recidivism within a three year follow-up period 

regardless of post-release employment status.   

As a result of Wheeler’s (1961) principal finding, we know that prisonization tends to 

decline as inmates’ release dates approach and they begin anticipating their freedom.  This seems 

to be an ideal time for immersing soon-to-be-released inmates in socialization programs.  

Extending on such prison normalization efforts as Harer’s, it is recommended that correctional 

agencies create and enhance inmate reintegration programs by placing greater emphasis on 

inmate reentry issues that address the many challenges ahead for tattooed inmates which will 

certainly arise once they return to the free community.  Such pre-release programs should 

include providing tattooed inmates the option of having their tattoos removed with laser surgery.  

The purpose of tattoo removal would serve to symbolically disaffiliate the inmate from gangs or 

prison primary groups while enhancing post-release employment opportunities.  Unfortunately, 

tattoo removal programs for adult prisoners are virtually nonexistent in the United States.  A 
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nationwide survey of all correctional institutions found that over 99% of prisons do not have 

tattoo removal programs (Knox, 2005).   

Correctional departments may have justifiable misgivings about offering tattoo removal 

services to inmates due to such procedures being cost prohibitive.  The medical literature on 

tattoo removal by laser surgery, over the past several years, commonly recommends an average 

of 10 treatment sessions, ranging from 3-20 treatments, to produce acceptable levels of fading 

(Kilmer, 1997; Kirby et al., 2009;Kossida et al., 2012). 17  Factors influencing the number of 

sessions required have depended on such factors as the size, color, and ink type used for the 

tattoo (Kilmer, 1997; Kuperman-Beade, 2001).  As a result, plastic surgeons were unable tell 

patients beforehand, with any degree of certainty, how many treatment sessions would be 

required and thus a cost estimate.  However, Kirby et al. (2009) developed the Kirby-Desai Scale 

which quantifies six relevant dimensions including skin tone, location, ink color, amount of ink, 

scarring, and layering required for accessing the number of sessions needed for successful tattoo 

removal.  This scale allows doctors the ability to more precisely specify the cost of removing a 

tattoo.  The scale evidenced a .757 (p.<0.001) correlation between predicted and actual number 

of treatment sessions.   

Furthermore, Kossida et al. (2012) conducted a recent study assessing the performance of 

a new tattoo removal technique, the R-20 method, wherein the surgeon passes over the tattoo 

four times with a laser treatment during a single session with 20 minute breaks between each 

pass.  Relying on an experimental design, subjects in the R-20 group reported significantly 

greater acceptable levels of fading at a three month follow-up than did a group receiving a 

conventional one-pass treatment.  These findings suggest that such laser removal techniques, as 

the R-20 method, may significantly reduce the cost of such laser removal procedures.     

Based on these recent developments in tattoo removal screening instruments and removal 

techniques, an improved treatment plan can be constructed for patients including removal costs.  

Department of corrections agencies could use such instruments as the Kirby-Desai Scale to plan 

their budgets to include tattoo removal services.  Estimates for removal seem to be about $40 per 

square inch (http://www.drtattoff.com/tattoo-removal-cost; 

http://www.mywesttexas.com/news/top_stories/article_a306106b-d832-51e8-b4d2-

d1ecfe909d69.html ) with prices decreasing with an increase in tattoo size.  Correctional 
                                                 
17 See Appendix A for an extended discussion of the physiological aspects of tattoos and their removal.  
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agencies could provide tattoo removal services most particularly on highly visible areas such as 

neck, face, and hands—as their budgets allow.  Obviously, this is a minimal investment when 

compared to the average annual cost of almost $24,000 for housing of inmates in the United 

States as of 2004 (PEW, 2008).                           
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APPENDIX A 

DEFINITION OF TATTOO AND ITS INDELIBILITY 

 
Unraveling the criminogenic impact that inmate tattoos have as a potentially relevant 

dynamic risk factor requires an uncovering of the essential features constituting the phenomenon 

of tattoos as strictly a physical entity.  Henry (1973) posits that the understanding of a 

phenomenon begins with the recognition of its essential features from a positivistic perspective, 

specifically, “the clarification of the essence of the phenomenon,” which in this instance is 

tattoos.  Due largely to medical research on tattoos over the past 160 years, four essential 

features are identified which constitute the essence of the phenomenon of tattoos as strictly a 

physical entity.   

A tattoo is a specific alteration of the skin in which exogenous and insoluble pigment is 

introduced beneath the epidermis to form a relatively permanent design (Berchon, 1869; Taylor, 

1874; Gell, 1993; Burris & Kim, 2007; Kazandjieva & Tsankov, 2007; Vassileva & Hristakieva, 

2007).  In modern times, the introduction of pigment beneath the skin is ordinarily accomplished 

via puncture wounds made by three or more needles bound together and which are charged with 

the pigment material and powered by an electric motor.  Tattoos can also be produced by cutting 

the skin and rubbing the pigment into the cut.   

When we view someone’s tattoo, we actually see through the outer (or epidermal) layers 

of skin and into the dermis (or true skin) where the ink particles become assimilated by and made 

a permanent part of the various cells comprising the relatively stable dermal layer (Sperry, 1992; 

Kilmer, 1997; Kuperman et al., 2001; Vassileva & Hristakieva, 2007; Herren, 2010).  Although 

the depth of pigment placement into the dermis varies from person-to-person, body area where 

applied, and whether a tattooing machine or hand pricking is used, proper tattooing typically 

places pigments at about one millimeter beneath the surface of the skin (Harrison, 1985; Groot et 

al., 1986; Sumerset, 2008; Bashkatov et al., 2009). 

The human skin is comprised of three fundamental layers (Bashkatov et al., 2009; 

American Tattooing Institute, 2010).  The outermost layer is the epidermis, which is responsible 

for protecting the body.  The epidermis is approximately 0.1 millimeter thick and is comprised of 

four types of cells, two of which, keratinocytes and melanocytes, warrant mention here.  
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Keratinocytes are skin cells that provide the toughness to the epidermis.  Keratinocytes are 

constantly being produced deep within the epidermis but push to the surface where they die and 

temporarily remain to protect the skin until eventually flaked off and replaced.  We see dead 

keratinocytes when looking at someone’s skin.  Melanocytes are cells also produced deep within 

the epidermis.  Unlike keratinocytes, melanocytes do not migrate to the surface; rather, their 

primary function is to produce melanin for the keratinocytes.  Melanin is an endogenous pigment 

which protects the skin from the sun’s ultraviolet radiation.  The most common form of melanin 

is a dark brown pigment associated with tanning.  This melanin is responsible for determining 

the skin tone for human races and ethnicities.  Dark-skinned races maintain this melanin in high 

concentrations within the keratinocytes, whereas melanin is quickly metabolized in Caucasians.  

This action of melanin production and absorption, which varies across races, is determined by 

several genes.  Thus, at a physiological level, skin tone, which provides an important component 

to racial phenotypic features, occurs through biologic processes within this outermost surface of 

the skin. 

Beneath the epidermis is a thin basal membrane which separates the epidermis from the 

next major layer of skin: the dermis, or the true skin.  The dermis is connective tissue composed 

of blood vessels, hair follicles, and lymph and sweat glands.  The dermis varies from one to two 

millimeters in thickness across the surface of the human body.  The primary functions of the 

dermis include regulation of the body’s temperature and strengthening the skin.  Beneath the 

dermis is the hypodermis, which consists of fat cells that anchor the skin to the underlying 

muscles.  Again, tattoos that are properly placed are the result of an exogenous pigment being 

inserted into the dermis.  Thus, tattoos operate at a deeper level of skin than does the biological 

processes involved in the race/ethnicity determination of skin tone.   

Tattoo ink is comprised of three principal components, including pigments, carrier 

solutions, and pigment modifiers (Sperry, 1991; Klitzman & Koger, 2000; Herren, 2010).  A 

brief discussion of how these constituents operate together to dictate dermal tissue retention of 

tattoo inks allows for a better understanding of the nature of tattoos as a specific alteration of the 

human body.   

First, inks require the presence of pigments which have the principal function of acting as 

the coloring agent.  Black pigments used in tattoo inks are typically organic in nature and include 

the use of such carbon-based substances as boneblack, charcoal, lampblack, gunpowder, soot, or 

carbon black.  Conversely, colored tattoo inks are typically composed of inorganic materials, 
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most often metallic salts of varying colors (Sperry, 1991; Herren, 2010).  For instance, red 

pigment has been made from mercuric sulfide (Vermillion), mercuric oxide, or napthol, while 

green pigment has been derived from such chromium salts as chromic oxide or hydrated 

chromium sesquioxide (Taylor, 1874; Fletcher, 1882; Rook & Thomas, 1952; Herren, 2010).  

Red, green, and blue pigments began being used in tattoo inks in the later 19th century, and, 

along with carbon blacks, were the primary colors used for tattooing until the 1950s.  Today, 

there are more than 50 colors used in tattooing (Sperry, 1991; Klitzman & Koger, 2000).  The 

inherent physical properties of insolubility, inertness, and relatively large particle size allows 

pigments made from sources containing carbon and metallic salts to be ideally suited for use as 

tattoo pigments in the achievability of  relative dermal tissue retention.  Pigments that are 

soluble, small (less than 5 microns), or toxic will constantly be targeted for removal by the body, 

either through the actions of the immune system or via interstitial absorption (Klitzman & Koger, 

2000). 

Second, tattoo inks require a carrier solution.  Because pigments adequate for tattooing 

are insoluble and as such are in a solid form, inert liquid solutions are required for the added 

pigmented particles to form a heterogeneous suspension for delivery to the dermal tissue (Sperry, 

1991; Klitzman & Koger, 2000; Howard, 2006; Herren, 2010).  For example, India (or China) 

ink has been a staple tattoo ink for centuries.  India ink is comprised of lampblack—a fine soot—

whose carbon particles are suspended in an inert liquid such as water.  The India ink is then 

inserted via needles, through the epidermis and into the dermis.  Pigment is presented all along 

each puncture channel, from the skin surface to the channel nadir (Sperry, 1992).  As a result, 

tattoos look their crispest immediately following placement, as there is a brief, approximately 

two week window for pigment to be contained within the epidermis (Sperry, 1991).  As the body 

heals the carrier solution, in this case water, is absorbed, leaving only pigments to be retained in 

the tissue.  In time, the epidermal layer is rejuvenated as old keratinocytes containing pigment 

are sloughed off and replaced with new non-pigmented keratinocytes.  The tattoo becomes less 

vivid after healing due to the semi-opacity resulting from having to view the tattoo pigments 

contained within the dermal tissue through the cleared epidermis.  As a result of the lack of 

uniformity in size of conventional tattoo pigments, and because most pigment particles remain in 

the interstitial space of the dermis, tattoos lose some vividness over time.  Smaller pigment 

particles, less than 5 microns, become dispersed into adjacent tissue, resulting in fading or 

blurring of the tattoo design over time, though larger pigment particles are retained in the dermal 
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tissue for the wearer’s life (Taylor, 1874; Sperry, 1991; Klitzman & Koger, 2000; Sumerset, 

2008). 

Third, some tattoo inks now contain pigment modifiers which enhance the inherent 

properties of conventional tattoo pigment particles for better retention by dermal tissue.  For 

example, most pigment particles used in tattoo inks are not perfectly homogenous in size.  The 

addition of certain modifiers such as polymers to the pigment suspension results in an 

encapsulation of the pigment particle in a relatively uniform-sized polymer bead, thus achieving 

a particle size large enough to endure the body’s efforts to expel it.  The pigment/pigment 

modifier complexes that can be achieved through the incorporation of such polymers have the 

added benefit of enhancing the suitability of otherwise poorly constituted pigments which would 

ordinarily be eliminated rapidly by the body.  For instance, the use of such nontraditional tattoo 

inks as those containing florescent and glow-in-the-dark pigments can now be used when 

combined with specific polymers (Klitzman & Koger, 2000; Frederick, 2006; Wu, 2007).                                                         

Virtually every scholarly tattoo definition includes the presumption that this is a 

permanent modification of the body.  Authoritative statements abound that subsume tattoos are 

indelible throughout the life of those who acquire them.  For example, the Food and Drug 

Administration (2009) state in a recent publication, “Consider tattoos permanent.  Removal is 

time-consuming, costly, and doesn’t always work.”  Additionally, an understanding of the impact 

that insoluble organic and inorganic ink particles have on dermal tissue retention further 

indicates that tattoos, once placed, remain a permanent physical feature of the wearer.  There is, 

however, a body of empirical literature from divergent research sources that provide a consistent 

answer to the question of whether tattoos are permanent.      

The direct empirical testing of tattoo indelibility came in two important waves.  First, as a 

result of the need to solve identity issues in criminal cases in Germany and France during the 

1850s, a series of studies by medico-legal experts to determine the permanency of tattoos was 

spawned (see Taylor, 1874; Fletcher, 1882; Caplan, 1997).  The consistent finding across these 

studies revealed that tattoos had disappeared in about nine percent of the cases, often with 

decades lapsing after application; a phenomenon researchers termed “spontaneous 

disappearance” of what conventional wisdom had thought was a permanent mark on the skin 

(Casper, 1852; Hutin, 1853; Tardieu, 1855).  It was further discovered that all tattoos that 

disappeared over time contained vermillion, while none containing carbon pigment had 

disappeared (Hutin, 1853; Taylor, 1874).  A theory of absorption—in which vermillion pigments 
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became displaced into adjacent tissues—became the dominant explanation to account for the 

spontaneous disappearance of the nine percent of tattoos (Taylor, 1874; 1897).  However, the 

theory of absorption failed to account for why most of the tattoo disappearances occurred after 

multiple years or decades or why autopsy examinations of tissue adjacent to tissue hosting 

tattoos consistently failed to demonstrate the presence of dispersed pigment (Rayer, 1855; 

Taylor, 1874).  As a result of these medico-legal studies, the overall conclusion concerning tattoo 

indelibility was that tattoos are permanent with only minor fading if insoluble pigments are used 

and those pigments are placed into dermal tissue.  Conversely, fugitive pigments and/ or tattoos 

placed at too shallow a depth results in pigment divagation from the tissue and either fading or 

disappearance of the tattoo over time.        

Pursuant to these initial studies investigating the tattoo indelibility issue, medical 

researchers of this same era initiated a line of experiments to further determine the permanence 

of tattoos.  These experiments essentially involved taking tattooed tissue from cadavers and 

placing it in various solutions to determine if obliteration or dulling of the tattoo would occur 

over time.  The overall conclusion reached was that if the tattoos were placed at a proper depth 

into the dermis, and insoluble pigments such as carbon were used, those samples remained 

unaltered for decades (Taylor, 1874; 1896).  Thus, it was learned that, in order for the removal of 

a properly placed tattoo containing insoluble pigments to occur, the destruction of the dermal 

tissue itself was required.    

A second wave of studies addressing the indelibility issue has been conducted by 

contemporary medical researchers, plastic surgeons, and dermatologists.  This body of literature 

is largely the result of the medical use of tattoos such as marking sites where colonic polyps have 

been removed or nerve cell liaisons occurred so that those sites could be reexamined later 

(Knoernschild, 1962; Shatz et al., 1997; Price et al., 2000; Beer et al., 2001; Askin et al., 2002; 

Vassileva & Hristakieva, 2007).  Overall, these studies demonstrate that carbon-based pigments 

placed at adequate depths result in permanent particle retention in those tissues.  As was 

discussed earlier, the current conclusion that can be reached by studies directly examining the 

tattoo indelibility issue is that even though insoluble ink particles are not all of a perfect size to 

produce an absolute pigment retention by dermal tissue, “a tattoo produced in this manner will 

partially fade over time and will generally remain present throughout the life of the tattooed 

person” (Klitzman & Koger, 2000). 
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Three supplemental conclusions exist, further demonstrating the relative inedibility of 

tattoos, which warrant brief mention.  First, tattoos remain present on the body even in death 

(Taylor, 1874; Haglund & Sperry, 1993; Mallon & Russell, 1999).  Only after extreme 

putrefaction of the corpse and decomposition of the dermal tissue will tattoos be obliterated.  

Case studies of dead bodies that had putrefied in hot conditions for up to three weeks 

postmortem found tattoos remained visible once the tissue was cleaned with an ordinary 

hydrogen peroxide solution (Haglund & Sperry, 1993).  Second, there have been several 

discoveries of mummies that had tattoo markings clearly visible, the most recent of which was 

determined to be 5,300 years old (Spindler, 1994; Dorfer et al., 1999; Pabst et al., 2009).  Third, 

the extreme measures required for tattoo removal used over time provides further evidence of the 

relative indelibility of tattoos.  Whether mechanical (excision, salabrasion), caustic (acid, 

cryosurgery), or thermal (lasers) means for tattoo removal have been used, each result in the 

destruction of the dermal tissue which leave scarring that is often more unsightly than was the 

tattoo itself (Fletcher, 1882; Weaver, 1949; Harrison, 1985; Kilmer, 1997; Wollina & Köstler, 

2007).             

Based primarily on medical studies of tattoos conducted over the past 160 years, the 

essence of tattoos as an objective phenomenon can be captured by the delineation of its four 

essential features.  First, tattoos are a physical entity: an alteration of the human skin that leaves 

behind a mark in the form of some design that can be seen by observing ink particles lying 

beneath the upper layer of skin.  Second, this physical alteration of the human body is rooted in 

an underlying modification to biologic process.  Exogenous pigment, if properly constituted of 

insoluble material and of adequate particle size, will be retained by dermal tissue.  Third, tattoos 

are a readily visible physical feature of the wearer.  Fourth, properly constituted tattoos are 

relatively indelible.  A tattoo as such can be expected to fade or become blurred to some degree 

over time, but will remain a permanent feature of the individual over the course of his or her life.       

Because the essence of tattoos as a physical phenomenon involve features of physicality, 

altered biologic process, conspicuous manifestation, and permanence, this form of bodily 

alteration is unique in that it possesses features comprising each of the three categories used here 

for differentiating inmate characteristics.  As with the other factors included under before prison 

experiences or during prison conditions, tattoos of prisoners are experiential in nature, and they 

can be acquired either before the offender arrives in prison or while incarcerated.  However, 

tattoos are unique in comparison to the nine other factors included here in that they are an 



88 
 

enduring physical remnant of past behavior.  Tattoos also share features in common with 

individual demographic characteristics of prisoners.  As with age, sex, race, and ethnicity, tattoos 

are a physical expression of underlying biological processes, outwardly noticeable and a 

relatively stable attribute of individuals so adorned.    

This uncovering of the physical essence of tattoos, more importantly, is but an initial step 

in determining whether inmate tattoos, even if found to significantly predict recidivism, would 

be a meaningful addition to existing individual-level predictors of recidivism.  Criminology 

tends to reject the use of physical attributes of offenders to explain and predict criminal 

outcomes, with the exception of individual demographic characteristics.  Criminologists are 

perhaps justifiably squeamish about using permanent physical features of offenders in their 

models due to failed efforts by early positivists who engaged in such practices as phrenology, 

craniology, anthroposcopy, and somatotyping that extended well into the 20th century and 

became weapons for intellectualized racism and stereotyping (Broca, 1861; Lombroso, 1876; 

Ellis, 1895; Goring, 1913; Hooten, 1939; Gould, 1996).   

However, the argument will be developed that tattoos are a unique criminological 

variable due to their physical qualities and because they are a remnant of past behavior—

therefore providing important criminological insights about the offender’s past and, perhaps, 

future behavior.  Further, since tattoos, as a physical entity, are completely exogenous in 

acquisition, they must be a sociological stamp on the biological flesh of man.  In the wording of 

a cultural historian, the irreversible physical nature of tattoos makes them “a quintessential 

imposition of a conceptual—cultural—order upon nature” (Rubin, 1988).   This acquired mark 

then, which remains permanently affixed and visible, is the embodiment of the social world on a 

person.  As such, this avatar has a further essence beyond the physical that must also be 

uncovered.  This deeper essence of tattoos is its symbolic meaning as expressed in the historic, 

cultural, and sociological manifestations of the phenomenon.  Tattoos are thus a literal stigma in 

the truest sense of the word.  Attention now shifts to a discussion of the historical reckoning of 

tattoos in an effort to further illuminate the fuller essence of this phenomenon.  

 
 The Two Histories of the Two American Tattoos 

 
The effort to clarify the essence of tattoos—their elemental features—to this point has 

centered on characterizing the physicality of the phenomenon.  Knowing the manifest expression 
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tattoos have—as a physical entity that is readily apparent and permanent—is but a necessary first 

step in acquiring a fuller understanding of them.  As understanding the workings of the eye is 

required for understanding vision (Henry, 1973), so too does recognizing the corporeal 

manifestations of this mark on the flesh of the individual foster the explication of the 

sociological relevance tattoos have for modern society.  This notion of expanding the physical 

entity of the tattoo into its sociological essence has been advocated by cultural historians who 

seek to derive the tattoo’s cultural essence from its fundamental physical nature.  “The tattoo, as 

Gell argues, is a practice that occupies a kind of boundary status on the skin.  Cultural meaning is 

derived from or attached to the tattoo’s visible and indelible physical status on the body” (Cole, 

2005).  

The discussion now shifts from ascribing the corporeal essence that tattoos have on a 

person’s body to providing a deeper understanding of tattoos as social phenomena.  Clearly the 

tattoo is a symbol in our society, but what has that symbol come to represent?  The conventional 

conception existing amongst scholars is that the tattoo serves a variety of functions across 

societies, but that a unitary tattoo generally operates within a given society, thus requiring but a 

single framework to capture its historical, cultural, and sociological function.  A select few 

scholars, however, challenge this simplistic notion and advocate that today, in our society, the 

tattoo actually has a “dual nature” (Gustafson, 2000).  Expanding upon this notion of the 

existence of a double meaning for the tattoo, it is contended here that there are two distinct 

tattoos within modern society—two separate and distinct sets of symbol systems that, in a 

Durkheimian sense, represent the sacred and the profane, which are distinguishable along the 

fault-lines of class and status (Durkheim, 1915; Bradley, 2000).  There is the lower-class tattoo 

and the middle-class tattoo operating in our society today.  Both of these two distinct tattoos 

require recognition and understanding if we are to conclude that the potential discovery of a 

tattoo-recidivism link is of any real value to criminology beyond some quaint set of empirical 

facts.    

Gell (1993) provides an invaluable contribution to understanding the function of tattoos 

which will be useful as a launching place for this discussion.  His efforts were primarily aimed at 

distinguishing the tattooing practices across several Polynesian societies and how those practices 

are tied into the major social institutions of those societies.  An important general conclusion that 

Gell derives is that the tattoo is embedded, to varying degrees, within the social structures across 

Polynesian societies, both historically and contemporaneously, providing what he terms an 
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essential “social reproduction” function to the social institutions of those societies.  By way of 

contrast, Gell compares this integrated functioning that tattoos have for Polynesian political, 

economic, war, and religious life to the Western tattoo, which is not anchored to the longevity of 

its social institutions.  Gell distinguishes the tattooing in Polynesia as an ethnic practice versus 

tattooing within Western society as a class practice.  Because Gell’s emphasis is on identifying 

the variations of tattooing practices throughout Polynesia, he broadly characterizes the tattooing 

practices in the West in strictly unitary terms.  The efforts here will build upon the foundation 

created by Gell, but instead of distinguishing tattoos across Polynesian societies, the emphasis 

here will be in identifying and elaborating the two principal tattoos present within our society 

today while occasionally contrasting them to a unitary Polynesian tattoo for illustrative purposes.  

Again, our two tattoos can be distinguished as a “mark of distinction” and a “mark of shame” 

(Hambly, 1925).  Deriving the elemental features of each tattoo requires the discussion to now be 

rerouted to an historic reckoning of the social functions tattoos have had over time within 

Western society.        

Historians have derived two historical accounts of the practice of tattooing in Western 

society, forming competing camps within which to argue the relative importance of each view in 

accounting for today’s solitary tattoo.  The first is the conventional account shared by most tattoo 

scholars (e.g. DeMello, 2000; Thomas, 2005; Sanders, 2008) which ascribes as momentous the 

precise historical moment when the practice of tattooing was ostensibly born into Western 

society.  This interpretation argues for a brief history of European tattooing, the legacy of which 

intimates an ambivalent and often fugitive affiliation existing between tattoos and the dominant 

classes over time.  In other words, this rendition produces a discontinuity in the historic visibility 

of the tattoo over time because the middle class does not have a stable affinity for its brand of 

tattoo.  The second historical strand advocated by a select few historians (e.g. Dye, 1989; Caplan, 

2000; Jones, 2000), argues that the supposed moment of acquisition for the Western tattoo, as 

posited under the conventional account, was not monumental; rather, that episode was simply a 

rejuvenation of a hidden practice long indigenous to Europe (Ebensten, 1953; Dye, 1989; 

Thomas, 2005).  This alternative historical view posits a much longer, continuous, and nefarious 

affiliation tattoos have had within the marginalized segments of Western society because the 

lower classes have always had a continuous affinity for their brand of tattoo.   

Although the debate over the preeminence of each historical view tends to be the central 

focus of virtually every contemporary historic account of tattoos, the purpose here is not to enter 
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this debate.  Historians as Fleming (2000) and Bradley (2000) acknowledge that the two 

historical views are not necessarily incompatible, and “there is room for both” (Fleming, 2000).  

If it is conceived that there are two distinct tattoos operating within contemporary Western 

society rather than the standard view of a unitary tattoo, then not only are the two histories 

compatible, they are separate and distinct with each, independently accounting for one of the 

tattoos operating in society.  These two accounts, therefore, will be presented here separately in 

order to enhance the fundamental point being made that there are two distinct tattoos operating 

within contemporary Western society and that each are derived from vestiges of these two 

distinct historical strands.  This notion of two paralleling historical accounts linearly impacting 

each of the two unique tattoos of today has not been explicated by tattoo scholars.  The 

discussion presented here will provide a compelling rationale for doing so, particularly for 

service to criminology.       

Before proceeding with the discussion of these two historical strands, a preview of the 

broad functions tattoos have had over time and across cultures is helpful.  At a macro-cultural 

level, tattoos have had three primary functions historically (Jones, 1987; Dye, 1989; Gustafson, 

2000), each loosely corresponding to geographical region.  First, tattoos have served a decorative 

function.  This role for the tattoo is most clearly associated with indigenous tribal societies 

throughout the world, most notably native peoples of North and South America, inhabitants of 

Oceania, and confined pockets within Europe (e.g. Picts of ancient Briton and Irish Celtic tribes).  

Second, tattoos have been used in certain societies for religious purposes.  This use of tattoos is 

most associated with societies in the Middle East such as those of the ancient Egyptians, Jews, 

and Syrians.  Third, tattoos have served a social control function.  The practices of the ancient 

Persian, Greek, and Roman societies best exemplify the State’s punitive application of tattoos 

resulting in the continuous inheritance of this use by many European nations from medieval 

times to the 20th century.   

The two historical accounts that shaped the two versions of tattoos at play in Euro-

American society that will now be presented details these three broad functions tattoos have 

historically served in the West.  The first historical lineage emphasizes the first function and will 

depict the manner in which the decorative aspects of tattoos entered European consciousness via 

cross-cultural encounters, primarily with Polynesians during European exploration and 

colonization efforts beginning in the second half of the 18th century.  This tattoo, interpreted by 

Europeans as a profane symbol on the devalued body of the primitive, soon became co-opted by 
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European elites who inverted its meaning into an artistic commodity to be placed on their valued 

bodies.  The legacy of such an appropriation and inversion has, as it will be argued, become the 

middle-class tattoo of today.  This conventional history of the tattoo will be discussed under the 

immediately preceding subheading “Tatau,” the etymological root for our current derivative 

tattoo.   

The second historical strand stresses the continuous social control function that tattoos 

have had since antiquity in Europe.  Although unspoken and even suppressed from 

consciousness, European society used the tattoo as a punitive mechanism to mark the 

permanently ostracized status on the devalued flesh of criminals and slaves.  Over time, this 

legacy of the forced tattoo was inverted by Europe’s marginalized classes; designating itself as 

the lower-class ‘other’ through the permanent self-infliction of a profaned emblem on its flesh 

that has carried into today’s tattoo worn by such elements as the biker, military serviceman, 

prostitute, and criminal.  This oft-overlooked historical rendition will be presented under the 

subheading “Stigma,” which is the etymological root for the ancient Greek and Latin noun form 

for our word tattoo (Jones, 1987; Jones, 2000; MacQuarrie, 2000).  A final subsection addresses 

the impact on the discipline of criminology resulting from early positivists’ misapplication of the 

Tatau version of history to the lower-class tattoo phenomenon confined to prostitutes, mental 

defectives, and criminals of that time.  That discussion will be presented under the subheading 

“Historical Atavism.”18       

            

“Tatau” and the Middle-class Tattoo  

 
The historic narrative presented here accounts for the genesis of the tattoo in Europe and 

America in the latter half of the 18th century.  This history can be appropriately referred to as the 

“importation thesis” and argues for the relative nonexistence of tattooing in Europe prior to a 

series of encounters between European and indigenous tribal societies, most particularly those in 

Oceania (e.g. Rubin, 1988; Gilbert, 2000; Thomas, 2005).  Overwhelmingly, historians favoring 

the importation thesis fix the historic moment for the cultural transference of the tattoo from 

Polynesian tribal societies to Europe between 1768-1780, during the circumnavigational voyages 
                                                 
18Please refer to Figure 1 for a visual depiction of the central idea put forward here, which argues for two historic 
accounts and their parallel lineages impacting the two types of tattoos present today along with the Positive School’s 
failure to recognize the continuity thesis and its resulting misapplication of the importation thesis to account for the 
criminal tattoo phenomenon.   
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undertaken by Captain James Cook.  Further, these historians more precisely specify the pivotal 

moment of exchange as occurring in Tahiti between April and July 1769 (Douglas, 2005).  The 

collective body of literature comprising this conventional view depicts the genealogical transfer 

of the tattoo as follows: Islander → European voyagers → seafarers in general → European 

lower classes/confined (military, criminal, prostitute) → Victorian aristocracy → middle classes.       

The Royal Society of London was planning ahead to June 3, 1769, a date that had been 

calculated for Venus’s next transit across the sun (Boorstin, 1983; Gilbert, 2000).  England 

wanted to have scientists strategically posted at positions around the globe to observe this rare 

celestial event that would not occur again for another century.  It was hoped that the observations 

of the incident would enable astronomers to better calculate the distance to the sun and thus 

permit better calculations of longitude for safer and more accurate sea navigation.  The Society 

decided that Tahiti was a prime spot to send a team of observers to watch the transit and 

sponsored an expedition for that express purpose.  Once completed, the selected crew was to 

continue from Tahiti for a perhaps more important, secret mission; to disprove the existence of 

the mythical Southern Continent (Boorstin, 1983).  Thus, this British expedition was to be 

entirely scientific in nature, a rather rare departure from the customary European intent of 

conducting sea expeditions for power, prestige, and economic gain. 

Lieutenant James Cook, a young officer in the Royal Navy, was selected to command the 

voyage.  He was provided a 98-foot, 368-ton vessel, the Endeavor, and was supplied with a crew 

of 94 men, most notably naturalist Joseph Banks and naturalist-illustrator Sydney Parkinson 

(Boorstin, 1983; Gilbert, 2000).19  The Endeavor set sail from Plymouth on August 26, 1768, and 

arrived and anchored at Matavai Bay, Tahiti on April 10, 1769, with almost two months to spare 

before the Venus transit.  The Endeavor was welcomed by the Tahitians as hundreds rowed out 

to greet the crew (Gilbert, 2000).  Banks acknowledged the continued hospitality given the 

Endeavor crew by the Tahitians in one of his journal entries:  

Otahite [Tahiti] where I was well acquainted with their most interior policy, as I 

found them to be a people so free from deceit that I trusted myself among them 

almost as freely as I could do in my own country, sleeping continually in their 

houses in the woods with not so much as a single companion. (Beaglehole, 1963)  

  
                                                 
19 Parkinson died of dysentery on this voyage and Banks would later become president of the Royal Society.  
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As a result of these fortuitous circumstances, including the company of several industrious and 

scientifically minded professionals, an almost two-month downtime, and welcoming hosts, this 

particular Polynesian encounter was ripe for quality ethnographic observations of the customs of 

the Tahitian peoples (Gilbert, 2000; Douglas, 2005).    

During the three month stay of the Endeavor in Tahiti, Captain Cook and his crew were 

allowed completely into the Tahitians’ lives.  Cook, Banks, and Parkinson each maintained 

journals accounting for their interactions with their Tahitian hosts.  These accounts described the 

tattoos possessed by the Tahitians as well as some rare firsthand observations depicting the 

Tahitian tattooing process.  A prime example is an excerpt taken from Cook’s own journal, entry 

date July 13, 1769, that was included in Hawkesworth’s (1773) edition, but was not fully 

transcribed and published in its entirety until the release of Wharton’s (1893) edition:   

Both sexes paint their Bodys, Tattow, as it is called in their Language.  This is 

done by inlaying the Colour of Black under their skins, in such a manner as to be 

indelible.  Some have ill-design’d figures of men, birds, or dogs; the women 

generally have this figure Z simply on every joint of their fingers and Toes, the 

men have it likewise, and both have other differant figures, such as Circles, 

Cresents, etc., which they have on their Arms and Legs.  In short they are so 

various in the application of these figures that both the quantity and situation of 

them seem to depend intirely upon the humour of each individual, yet all agree in 

having all their buttocks cover’d with a deep black, over this most have arches 

drawn one over another as high as their short ribs which are near a quarter of an 

inch broad; these arches seem to be their great pride as both men and women 

show them with great pleasure.  Their method of Tattowing I shall now describe.  

The colour they use is lamp black, prepar’d from the Smoak of a Kind of Oily nut, 

used by them instead of Candles.  The instrument for pricking it under the Skin is 

made of very thin flatt pieces of bone or Shell, from a quarter of an inch to an 

inch and a half broad, according to the purpose it is to be used for, and about an 

inch and a half long.  One end is cut into sharp teeth, and the other fastened to a 

handle.  The teeth are dipped into black Liquor, and then drove, by quick, sharp 

blows struck upon the handle with a Stick for that purpose, into the skin so deep 

that every stroke is followed with a small quantity of Blood.  The part so marked 

remains sore for some days before it heals.  As this is a painful operation, 
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especially the Tattowing their Buttocks, it is perform’d but once in their Life 

times; it is never done until they are 12 or 14 years of Age. (Wharton, 1893) 

As this journal entry by Cook importantly notes, the tattoo designs of the Tahitians could 

be characterized as artistic in nature.  More importantly is Cook’s description of the Tahitian 

method of tattooing involving a chiseling process that entails a severe degree of pain for the 

recipient.  A pattern exists in the geographical distribution of tattooing methods that has been 

known for well over a century (Magitot, 1881; Fletcher, 1882; Sinclair, 1908; Rubin, 1988).  At 

the time of Cook’s first voyage, there were essentially four methods of introducing insoluble 

pigment into the dermis.  The first technique is a “pricking” method in which a needle (fishbone, 

thorn, etc.) charged with coloring matter is passed straight into the skin.  Pricking was a 

commonly used tattooing technique for the Arabs, Egyptians, Japanese, inhabitants in southwest 

China, natives of North and South America, and islanders in parts of Oceania.   A second 

tattooing method is a pricking method similar to the one just described but referred to as 

“hypodermic tattooing” in which the needle is passed into the skin at an angle.  This method was 

used by native inhabitants of Greenland and certain peasant groups in Italy.  The third tattooing 

method could be referred to as “sewing,” which relies upon drawing a carbon-impregnated 

thread via a needle beneath the skin.  This method was commonly used by Eskimo populations in 

Arctic regions.  A fourth tattooing procedure is the chiseling method just described.  In addition 

to Tahitians, the method is also used by some natives of New Zealand, Africa, Guinea, and other 

areas of Polynesia.  A fifth technique used can be referred to as mixed methods most importantly 

incorporating pricking and hypodermic approaches that was commonly performed by Europeans 

who had acquired metal needles.       

Other entries by Cook, Banks, and Parkinson highlight the pain involved in the tattoo 

chiseling method and imply that it was a novel technique to them.  A journal entry by Banks 

further describing the painful chiseling operation about a week before they departed Tahiti states:  

I saw this operation performed on the fifth of July on the buttocks of a girl about 

14 years of age.  For some time she bore it with great resolution, but afterwards 

began to complain and in a little time grew so outrageous that all the threats and 

force her friends could use could hardly oblige her to endure it.  I had occasion to 

remain in an adjoining house an hour at least after this operation began and yet 

went away before it was finished, though this was the blacking of only one side of 

her buttocks, the other having been done some weeks before. 
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It is done between the ages of 14 and 18 and so essential it is that I have never 

seen one single person of years of maturity without it.  What can be sufficient 

inducement to suffer so much pain is difficult to say; possibly superstition may 

have something to do with it, nothing else in my opinion could be a sufficient 

cause for so apparently absurd a custom (Beaglehole, 1963).  

Cook’s first voyage, and specifically this encounter in Tahiti, obviously impacted the 

European consciousness as to tattooing practices of Oceanic islanders.  Indeed, the etymology of 

“tattoo” is derived from the Tahitian “tatau,” meaning to mark or to strike (Sinclair, 1908; 

Ebensten, 1953; Rubin, 1988; Caplan, 2000; DeMello, 2000; Thomas, 2005).  Initially, minor 

ambiguity existed between Cook and other commentators as to the enunciation and spelling of 

tatau that ultimately impacted the word’s final form.  As Fletcher (1882) notes, “It is derived 

from a Polynesian word, tatau, pronounced tattahou.  Captain Cook, who first introduced the 

term, printed it tattow, making a dissyllable of it, and this erroneous pronunciation has followed 

the word into every modern language.”  For example, tatau has become tatouage in French, 

tatowirung in German, tatuaggio in Italian, tatuagge in Spanish, tatuirova’ niye in Russian, and 

tatue’ ra in Swedish (Fletcher, 1882; Sinclair, 1908; Kazandjieva & Tsankov, 2007).    

A more substantively important issue and point of contention has arisen among historians 

and anthropologists as to when the word tatau or any of its intermediary forms preceding tattoo 

became common usage in the English vernacular.  Adherents of the importation thesis (e.g. 

Rubin, 1988; DeMello, 2000; Thomas, 2005) argue that the word entered into English usage 

almost immediately, an assertion to demonstrate that all post-Cook references to European 

tattooing were the result of this trans-cultural encounter. thus dispelling any notions of 

indigenous European tattooing influences that might have been practiced pre-Cook.  Importation 

supporters offer in support of this position the fact that snippets of Cook’s journal appeared in 

several publications soon after the Endeavor’s 1771 return to England and that therefore the 

English public immediately became aware of Tahitian tattooing.  Jones (2000), however, 

indicates that Cook’s actual journals were not transcribed and published—and thus circulated to 

the public—until the release of Wharton’s edition of them in 1893.  Dye (1989) provides further 

evidence concerning the origin of the word tattoo and indicates that the Cook encounters may not 

have had an immediate impact on the European consciousness and thus no immediate effect on 

European and American tattooing practices.  Dye obtained two independent data sources that 

provided detailed descriptions of American seafarers, including sailors, between 1796 and 1818.  
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She found no record of the use of the word tattoo until a single 1815 entry was made in a British 

physical description ledger of American prisoners of war during the War of 1812; otherwise, 

tattoos were consistently referred to as “marked with ink” in these data.  Other than this lone 

1815 entry, Dye found no subsequent usage of the word tattoo in any British or American 

publication until seeing it used again in an 1833 British novel.  This novel was titled Peter 

Simple and was written by Frederick Marryat.  Marryat, a Royal Navy officer and novelist, wrote 

numerous books involving maritime themes, and had the word tattoo been in common usage in 

England at the time he would certainly have used it in his previous novels.   

Historians note that until the word tattoo became commonly used—probably sometime 

during the mid-19th century (Fleming, 2000)—no single English word existed to indicate the 

noun or verb forms of the phenomenon.  Some common precursor noun forms used to reference 

tattoos included “mark’d” that was expressed in Marine Society Records—London during the 

1750s timeframe (White, 2005) and “marked with ink” or “pricked with ink” in official United 

States and British records pertaining to seafarers during the 1796-1818 timeframe (Dye, 1989).  

The former verb form, that referenced the process of being tattooed, was commonly “pricking” 

(Sinclair, 1908) while the person doing the tattooing was referred to as a “pricker” (Gilbert, 

2000).  

The Endeavor departed Tahiti on July 13, 1769, setting sail for its second mission, when 

on the way it stopped along the coast of New Zealand and briefly anchored there in an effort to 

obtain supplies (Boorstin, 1983; Gilbert, 2000).  The crew quickly realized that the Māoris were 

less hospitable hosts than the Tahitians.  Cook records in his journal that two days after arrival in 

New Zealand, his crew shot and killed a Māori (Robley, 1896).  In describing that incident, Cook 

also describes the slain Māori as having spiral tattoo designs—or in their native language 

“amoco”—on one side of his face.  The design was commonly worn by the Māoris.  A second 

characteristic of Māori tattooing was to almost completely blacken the thighs in what Cook 

described as “checkered breeches” (Robley, 1896).  Banks’ journal entry from March 1770 also 

comments on the spiral facial designs characteristic of the Māoris and adds that the patterns 

appear indented and that Māoris also utilize the painful chiseling method (Beaglehole, 1963).  

Parkinson performed several facial sketches of Māoris that later were engraved and added to 

published journal accounts of the voyage.  Again, as in Tahiti, accounts of Māoris’ tattooing 

operation suggested a great deal of pain for the recipient.  The Endeavor returned to England on 
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July 12, 1771, without achieving its second mission—determining whether Antarctica exists—

due to ship damage suffered near Australia.  

Most scholars advocating the importation thesis stress the importance that the interactions 

of the first Tahitian encounter had in sparking a “European consciousness” that then accounted 

for the birth and rapid spread of the “Western tattoo” (Rubin, 1988; DeMello, 20000; Thomas, 

2005).  Thomas (2005) clearly articulates this position:  

Those interactions are fundamental to our understandings of Western 

tattooing…tattooing does indeed seem to have ‘entered into modern European 

consciousness’, as DeMello put it, as a result of the Pacific voyages, and 

specifically only with the return of the Endeavor in 1771. (Thomas, 2005) 

 The Tahitian encounter itself undoubtedly played a vital role in shaping European 

perceptions of indigenous tribal peoples and their practices which, in time, contributed to the 

formation of a new tattoo practice that joined the indigenous practice already existing in 

European and American societies.  The voyage, replete with fortuitous circumstances—the 

presence of scientists, considerable free time, and gracious hosts—led to quality ethnographic 

observations of customs and practices of Polynesians perhaps unseen and certainly 

undocumented during former European explorations.  Most notable was their unique technique 

for applying decorative tattoos accomplished via a brutally painful operation yet yielding 

intricate and captivating designs on the recipient,20 no doubt novel to European observers.    

Accounts of the observations of Cook and others were soon compiled, including Parkinson’s 

numerous illustrations of tattooed Islanders.  However, as exemplified by the apparent lagged 

effect for the word tattoo entering common English usage, so too is there an apparent lagged 

effect of these sources entering into European consciousness.  Adherents of the importation 

thesis who overly emphasize the interactions of the first voyage and the rapid spread of those 

accounts into European awareness fail to fully account for exactly how this consciousness was 

sparked and what exactly was sparked within it.   

Cook’s second circumnavigational voyage sought solely to provide evidence for the 

nonexistence of Antarctica (Boorstin, 1983).  Now equipped with two ships, the Resolution and 

the Adventure, Cook and crew departed England on July 13, 1772, and would not return until 
                                                 
20 Again, the decorative function is from an etic perspective (Pike, 1954), in this case the European.  As Gell (1993) 
notes, tattoos emic to Polynesians serve more than an ornamental purpose; rather, tattoos generally serve a social 
reproduction role for major social institutions.     
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July 30, 1775.  The primary relevance of this voyage to the conventional history of tattoos was 

that Cook returned to Tahiti and also visited the Marquesas, where more ethnographical accounts 

of Polynesian tattoos and tattooing were observed and documented (Douglas, 2005).  Further, 

and most crucially, a native named O-mai was taken from his native island of Ra'iatea (near 

Tahiti) and returned to England with Cook and crew (Ebensten, 1953; DeMello, 2000; Fleming, 

2000; Guest, 2000; Barnes, 2006).  Cook, as he promised O-mai, returned the Ra'iatean to his 

home soil on the third voyage (Guest, 2000; Hetherington, 2001).    

Why did this series of encounters by Cook and his crews between 1769 and 1780 have 

any impact on the European consciousness as every scholar, whether importation advocate or 

not, suggests it did?  Were such accounts, portraits, and even real-life souvenirs, such as O-mai, 

of tattooed primitives really novel to the European public?  The short answer to the second 

question is no.  Although the Cook encounters yielded observations of novel cultural practices 

unseen during earlier European interactions with tribal societies, similar exchanges had 

previously occurred.  A brief elaboration of a particular exchange between a European voyager 

and native islander that shares many commonalities with the Cook voyages should demonstrate 

that the interactions occurring in the Cook encounter were not sufficiently novel to produce an 

immediate transference of tattooing to Europe as is advocated by importation adherents.  There 

are numerous other examples of European interactions with tattooed tribal societies occurring 

pre-Cook.     

William Dampier, a buccaneer whose “twelve-year sequence of voyages (1679–1691) 

that took him ‘cleer rownd the globe’ (Barnes, 2006),” returned to London in 1691 with Jeoly, a 

fully tattooed prince from the “Spice Island” of Meangis (located near Mindanao, in the southern 

Philippines).  Dampier (1697) provides an account of his acquisition of a half-share of Jeoly and 

his mother from William Moody at Fort St. George in April 1690.  Dampier relates Jeoly’s 

autobiographical account that Jeoly and his mother had been taken captive as slaves from 

inhabitants of a neighboring island prior to Moody’s purchase of them from those capturers.  

Jeoly explained that he was the son of the King of Meangis, and that Jeoly had several wives, 

one of whom had “painted” him.  Dampier (1697) describes the tattooing procedure used on 

Joely:   

I understand that the painting was done in the same manner, as the Jerusalem 

Cross is made in men’s arms, by pricking the skin, and rubbing in a pigment.  But 
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whereas [gun] powder is used in making the Jerusalem Cross, they in Meangis use 

the gum of a tree beaten to a powder called in English, Dammer. (Dampier, 1697)  

Jeoly’s mother died before the return sail to England.  Dampier returned with Jeoly, and 

the “Painted Prince” was displayed at several London exhibits and introduced to members of the 

Royal Society (Dampier, 1697; Ebensten, 1953; Taylor, 1997; DeMello, 2000; Douglas, 2005; 

Barnes, 2006).  The crafting and presentation of Jeoly’s public image by his handlers represented 

a cross-cultural melding of some of the more conspicuous features from both Polynesian and 

European societies.   For instance, visually, the full-length portrait of Jeoly, as captured on the 

broadsheet of him, depicted a long-haired native attired only in loincloth who displayed an 

almost completely tattooed body that was representative of European perceptions of primitivism 

at that time (see Gilbert, 2000; Barnes, 2006).  Strikingly that portrait depicts Jeoly posing in a 

stance that was characteristic of the European aristocracy during the Renaissance era, with “one 

arm akimbo and the other outstretched” (Spicer, 1991).  Further, Dampier’s accounts of Jeoly 

and the broadsheet’s biographical sketch of him further cast Jeoly as an aristocrat in his native 

land.  As a result of this blatant cross-cultural synthesizing to create a public persona of Jeoly, 

this predecessor to O-mai only stirred a brief wonderment in England, leaving no long-term 

legacy on European tattooing practices.  Rather, his memory died suddenly as did the man 

himself of smallpox in Oxford in 1692 (Dampier, 1697; Barnes, 2006).   

There are some clear differences between the circumstances surrounding the voyages 

leading to Jeoly’s return to England and those of O-mai almost a century later.  Most notable is 

that the Cook party was endowed with scientific observers who were given unrestricted access 

into the lives of their hosts for a relatively extended period.  These favorable conditions allowed 

them to witness and document a novel tattooing procedure that was brutally painful in 

application yet curiously aesthetic in outcome.  Conversely, Dampier met Jeoly and his mother in 

a locale removed from their native environment with Dampier only hearing a recounted version 

of the native islander’s tattoo acquisitions that were applied with a procedure familiar to 

Europeans and also yielding artistic designs.  Again, the question is whether these distinctions 

were sufficient to produce a lasting impact on Western tattooing in the Cook case and not 

Dampier’s. 

Although most scholars consider Cook’s first voyage pivotal in its impact on the 

European consciousness and subsequent European tattooing practices, a handful of historians 

conclude that the second voyage, in particular O-mai’s London return and aftermath had the 
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greater impact (Fleming, 2000; Gilbert, 2000; Guest, 2000).  In contrast to the manner in which 

Jeoly was portrayed as a semi-nude, barbaric, and fully tattooed primitive artificially posing as a 

Renaissance era aristocrat, O-mai was presented to the English public in a completely different 

light.  One particularly notable portrait of O-mai, painted by Joshua Reynolds soon after Cook’s 

second return to England, seems to have been transformational in shifting European views about 

primitivism.  This painting, presented to the Royal Society in 1776 when O-Mai himself was 

introduced by Banks to King William III and Queen Charlotte, depicts the quiet dignity and 

humble demeanor of the Ra'iatean, portraying him as a barefooted, dark-skinned man clad in a 

solid white robe and turban with only his face, feet, and hands exposed (Guest, 2000; Barnes, 

2006).  Further, whereas the portrait of Jeoly depicted his full body tattooing, the only tattoos 

visible in the painting of O-mai were those on his hands, which showed him gesturing in an 

eloquent fashion (Guest, 2000).21   

This representation of O-mai as “Enlightenment’s noble savage” marked an important 

shift in European perceptions of primitivism: from viewing indigenous peoples as “other,” ladled 

with a sense of curiosity and fear of them as violent savages, to a new attitude of tolerance.  This 

new perception of primitivism—characterized as exoticism—portrayed indigenous tribal people 

as simply in need of a civilizing influence (Guest, 2000; Barnes, 2006).  The emerging exoticism 

intentionally viewed primitivism in a culturally ambiguous fashion, or as Guest (2000) suggests, 

“inscribes its object with an acultural [sic] illegibility, isolated from any coherence of origin,” 

thus allowing impressions to be defined by the viewer instead of forcing more savage notions of 

primitivism (Guest, 2000).  This cultural ambiguity that Reynolds portrays in the painting of O-

mai was also reflected in a statement contained in the journal of Georg Forster, the naturalist on 

Cook’s second voyage, who claimed, “O-mai has been considered either as remarkably stupid, or 

very intelligent, according to the different allowances which were made by those who judged his 

abilities” (Kahn, 1968; Guest, 2000).  Additionally, the tolerance underlying this idealized 

primitivism is further captured by Reynolds himself, who stated that “fashions are very 

innocent…The only circumstances against which indignation may reasonably be moved, is 

where the operation is painful or destructive of health, such as some of the practices at Otaheite, 

and the strait lacing of the English ladies” (Reynolds, 2008).    

                                                 
21 Recently, this painting sold for £10,343,500, making it the second highest-priced British painting ever purchased 
(Evans et al., 2002). 
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The changing social, political, and economic climate ushered in by the onset of 

modernity and pressures towards colonialism forced European countries like England, France, 

Spain, and Germany to reassess their new roles as global powers.  This new conception of 

primitivism, made available by the South Pacific encounters generally and the presentation of O-

mai in particular, provided Europe with the opportunity to redefine itself in terms of this new 

colonial role; requiring Europeans to understand those they sought to rule.  As Taylor (1997) 

noted:  

In an effort to come to terms with beliefs and practices never before encountered, 

Europe constituted an other against which it defined itself.  While assuming many 

guises, one of the most important names of this other was the primitive… . 

European modernism invents itself by inventing primitivism.  The modern is what 

the primitive is not, and the primitive is what the modern is not.  Far from 

preceding the modern temporally and historically, primitivism and modernism are 

mutually constitutive, and therefore, merge together.  Each defines itself in and 

through the other.  The contrasting evaluations of primitivism reflect alternative 

assessments of modernity and vice versa.  For many people living at the turn of 

this century, primitivism was regarded as the uncivilized condition that humanity 

must overcome. (Taylor, 1997) 

This new European attitude of the idealized primitive, aptly characterized as exoticism or 

an ambiguous conception of ‘other,’ is specifically what was sparked in the European 

consciousness pursuant to the Cook voyages.  Most tattoo historians argue the Polynesian 

encounters produced an immediate impact on European tattooing practices, but evidence 

indicates that this new attitude of primitivism would sit dormant for about a century.  Further 

changes in economic, political, and cultural conditions along with specific historical events 

building up over much of the 19th century were required to ignite the new primitivism into a 

tattoo fad within British aristocracy and American elites that would last almost three decades and 

evolve into the middle-class tattoo of today.  Those conditions and events of the 19th century will 

now be briefly highlighted.     

  As colonial interests escalated across many European nations through the end of the 18th 

century and into the first half of the 19th century, expeditions correspondingly accelerated into 

most areas of the South Pacific by those European powers.  For instance, expeditions were 

conducted by the Russians to the Marquesas (Govor, 2005), the French in New Zealand 
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(Douglas, 2005), the British at Tahiti (White, 2005), and the Germans in Samoa (Masterman, 

1934).  These expeditions led to increasing cultural interchanges between European seafarers and 

Polynesian islanders.  The cultural interchanges intensified towards the end of the 18th century as 

seaman onboard those voyages began absconding with increasing frequency—becoming 

beachcombers on those islands visited and assimilating into particular island cultures (White, 

2005).  Ultimately, during the early to mid-19th century, missionary efforts throughout Polynesia 

became commonplace by many of these colonial powers (D’Alleva, 2005).  The end result of 

these cultural interactions between Polynesians and Europeans during the first half of the 18th 

century was an increase in the visibility (and perhaps prevalence) of Western tattoo practices, 

most notably by seamen. 

Whether one subscribes to the importation thesis or advocates against it, there appears to 

be no historical data which satisfactorily answers whether sea voyagers were tattooed to any 

significant extent prior to the series of Cook voyages beginning in 1768.  For purposes of the 

instant study, this mystery is not important.  The point being made here is that the middle-class 

tattoo of today is distinct from its lower-class counterpart and was appropriated into the middle 

class via the late Victorian era aristocracy who acquired it from the 19th century sailor.  Thus, the 

important issue for this analysis is determining the extent and nature of tattooing within 

European seafarer populations who, as we have seen, were impacted by Polynesian tattooing 

during the later 18th and early 19th centuries.   

The overall empirical generalization that can be made is that minus the high rates of 

tattoo prevalence noted for sailors, seafarers generally, and land branches of militaries in Europe 

and America between the 1770s and 1880s, Western tattooing outside of other lower-class 

groups appears to be relatively nonexistent (Sinclair, 1908; Dye, 1989; Bradley, 2000).  Dye 

(1989) offers the best evidence about tattooing by American sailors in the years immediately 

preceding the Cook voyages.  Based on two distinct data sources that capture detailed physical 

descriptions, including tattoos, of seafarers from 1796-1818, it can be seen that tattoo prevalence 

peaked in 1801 and then steadily declined thereafter through her data years ending in 1818.  

Further, Dye’s (1989) data also allows for the discernment of the designs worn by American 

sailors during this period.  She found that very few Polynesian motifs—that can be characterized 

as artistic in nature—were listed by these data sources during the post-Cook years and that most 

of the sailors’ designs could be characterized as being of lower-class ethos, thus consisting of 

names, initials, and sentimental figures such as hearts.   
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The use of non-Polynesian designs by post-Cook British sailors is consistent with those 

of American seafarers from Dye’s data.  An examination of a handwritten letter from Captain 

William Bligh (published in White, 2005) to British authorities detailing physical descriptions, 

including tattoo designs, of Bounty mutineers in 1789 indicates that 23 out of 25 mutineers were 

tattooed, with most having tattoos similar to those described by Dye’s data.  Further, Dye (1989) 

compared the designs worn by sailors in her data set with that of U.S. Navy surgeon Farenholt’s 

data encompassing years 1900-1908, which demonstrated that the motifs of tattoos worn by 

American sailors changed very little during the 19th century.  Finally, as to tattoo prevalence 

rates within the U.S. sailor ranks over the course of the 19th century, it was found that the 

percentage tattooed was at 28% in 1801 and that the prevalence had risen to 54% by the early 

20th century (Dye, 1989).   

The ubiquity of tattooing within British, American, and German navies, as well as 

servicemen generally, was further documented through ethnographical studies (Sinclair, 1908).  

Based on this additional evidence, it can be concluded that the tattooed European/ American 

seaman of the 19th century, whether tattooed to any significant degree pre-Cook or not, was 

impacted by Polynesian encounters and resultantly became one of the most visible groups, if not 

actually having the highest tattoo prevalence, in Europe and America.  The sailor of the 19th 

century was therefore in a position to transmit the tattoo to the aristocrats by century’s end.         

A series of important events occurring in the second half of the 19th century prepared the 

Euro-American landscape for a second appropriation of the Polynesian tattoo, this time from 

seafarers to elites.  First, Prince Edward VII of Wales (and later King of England) is commonly 

credited for initiating the aristocratic tattoo fad in England (DeMello, 2000; Bailkin, 2005).  

Edward, pursuant to a tour of the Middle East in 1862, was tattooed on the arm with a Jerusalem 

Cross after visiting Jerusalem (Bentley-Cranch, 1992; Gilbert, 2000; Bailkin, 2005).  Later, 

Edwards’s sons followed suit, each tattooed while visiting Japan in 1882 and then also in 

Jerusalem (Gilbert, 2000; Bailkin, 2005).     

A second occurrence that accounts for the aristocratic tattoo movement of the latter 19th 

century is the professionalization in the application of tattoos.  Several American and British 

tattooists received considerable notoriety by the popular press, which impacted the rise of the 

tattooing profession and transformed its role from a marginalized occupation to that of 

specialized artists (Ebensten, 1953; DeMello, 2000; Gilbert, 2000).  Such American tattooists as 

Melville, Fellowes, and Hildebrandt became famous for tattooing sailors and soldiers during the 
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Civil War; with Hildebrandt going on to open one of the first tattoo parlors in New York City in 

1870 (Ebensten, 1953; DeMello, 2000; Gilbert, 2000; Govenar, 2000).  Also beginning about 

1870, several British tattooists including Purdy, Burchett, Reilly, and MacDonald received 

notoriety for professionalizing tattooing into an art in England (Ebensten, 1953; DeMello, 2000; 

Gilbert, 2000; Govenar, 2000).  MacDonald, for instance, distinguished himself as a “tattooist” 

because the title sounded more like “artist,” whereas the former title of “tattooer” had the 

connotation of “plumber” (Bradley, 2000; Gilbert, 2000).  Such a distinction was important for 

differentiating upper-class from lower-class tattooing, as was the establishment of parlors in 

well-to-do locales to cater to elite clientele.          

A third important event contributing to the aristocratic tattoo fad was the invention of the 

electric tattooing machine by Samuel O’Reilly in New York City in 1891 (O’Reilly, 1891).   

Prior to this invention, Western tattooists ordinarily attached several needles to a wooden handle 

and then dipped the needles into ink, puncturing the skin along the design at a rate of about two 

to three times per second.  Such a procedure required years to master and was a slow and fairly 

painful process.  The electric tattooing machine, which can puncture the skin up to 3,000 times 

per minute per needle (Sumerset, 2008), was an adaptation of Edison’s autographic printer 

invention, “an engraving machine which consisted of a small rotating electric motor with a cam 

that moved a needle bar up and down inside a brass tube” (Gilbert, 2000).  O’Reilly modified 

Edison’s device by changing the system of levers and tube (Gilbert, 2000; O’Reilly, 1891; 

DeMello, 2000).  The invention resulted in tattoos being placed on the skin more quickly and 

artistically and less costly and painfully (DeMello, 2000; Govenar, 2000).      

A final circumstance precipitating the appropriation of the tattoo by British elites 

involved a highly publicized scandal occurring in the British colony of Burma in 1886.  The 

scandal, in England known as the Chisholm case, can be characterized as a 19th century Burmese 

instance of the Scarlett Letter, involving Burma Police Superintendent Malcolm James 

Chisholm’s affair with a Burmese woman named Mah Gnee (Bailkin, 2005; Cole, 2005).  Upon 

Chisholm’s discovery that Gnee was also having an affair with a Burmese man, the police 

superintendent had a local tattooist forcibly apply the words “Market Prostitute” in Burmese on 

her forehead.  This incident simultaneously signaled the beginning of the demise of British 

colonialism and the dwindling of the English aristocracy, two straining aspects of modernism for 

which England was unprepared to contend (Friedberg, 1988; Cannadine, 1994; Barringer & 

Flynn, 1998; Bailkin, 2005).  As a result of these economic, political, and cultural changes 
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reflecting England’s deflating national power, sympathies became aroused in support of Mah 

Gnee during Chisholm’s prolonged trial.  Although Chisholm was ultimately acquitted of 

wrongdoing, British women came to view Burmese women as examples of the modern woman 

and therefore role models (Bailkin, 2005; Cole, 2005).         

The decline of the British Empire—in tandem with the historical events of the 19th 

century discussed here—along with the notion of the idealized primitive from Cook’s time, 

coalesced into the British aristocracy’s first tattoo fad in the 1880s.  To be precise, these strains 

on the British aristocrats, their wealth and power in jeopardy, led them to steal the symbol of 

their lower-class countrymen, hoping in so doing to also appropriate the lower-classman’s 

greatest asset: his inner strength of living a life of economic uncertainty (Parry, 1933).  The 

English elite, however, not wanting to acknowledge the appropriation of a lower-class symbol, 

inverted the lower-class tattoo to reflect the decorative function associated with the South Pacific 

primitive.  Parry (1933) articulates this aristocratic appropriation and inversion:     

But in borrowing the tattoo-fad from the masses, London and New York society 

took care every time to identify themselves with their inferiors in the general 

spirit of the thing, not in its detail.  They wanted to stamp their own aristocracy 

and wealth upon themselves.  They insisted on different designs…They ordered 

their own coats of arms tattooed upon their skin, or the names and the emblems of 

their own exclusive clubs, or reproductions of money-bills, or scenes of fox hunts 

in full cry… (Parry, 1933)    

The new tattoo of the British aristocracy at once came to serve two interrelated roles for 

elites.  First, the tattoo operated as a new form of property that would remain permanent, mobile, 

and inalienable: in essence the “blockage in the free circulation of commodities” during an 

uncertain time when real property had become destabilized (Allen, 1880; Bradley, 2000; 

Fleming, 2000; Bailkin, 2005).  Second, the new tattoo would enable the English aristocrat to 

maintain an image of membership in Veblen’s leisure class via a new emblem of “conspicuous 

consumption” (Veblen, 1899; Bradley, 2000).  Thus, for the British high society, a trend 

curiously initiated by latter Victorian era English women, the new tattoo overall functioned as an 

emblem of cultural elitism (Parry, 1933; Bailkin, 2005).  In a word, the societal function of this 

new tattoo, as Europe had attributed to primitive societies, was “decorative.”       

It is generally agreed that this tattoo fad first hit the British aristocracy in the 1880s and 

lasted until about 1920, while the phenomenon lagged about a decade behind for elites in the 
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United States (Sinclair, 1908; Parry, 1933; Ebensten, 1953; Gilbert, 2000; Govenar, 2000; 

Bailkin, 2005).  In the United States, the Depression years of the 1930s saw relative declines of 

this new tattoo fad with resurgences during World War II and the Korean War but then drastic 

declines corresponding to the ensuing conservatism of the 1950s (Govenar, 2000).  It has become 

clear that, unlike the constancy of the lower-class tattoo, to be discussed next, the nature of this 

new tattoo is best characterized as fugitive.  This tattoo fad has reemerged in the 1980s as the 

middle-class tattoo in what has been universally referred to as the “tattoo renaissance” (e.g. 

Rubin, 1988; DeMello, 1995; DeMello, 2000; Irwin, 2001; Sanders, 2008; Silver et al., 2009).          

 
Stigma and the Lower-class Tattoo  
    

A brief scene in Ridley Scott’s Academy Award winning film, Gladiator (2000) is worth 

noting.  The movie is partially based on true historical accounts set around 180 A.D. and takes 

place in several regions of the Roman Empire.  Russell Crow’s fictitious character and hero of 

the movie, a patriotic Spaniard and Roman soldier named Maximus Decimus Meridius, was 

shown excising a tattoo in the design of SPQR from the flesh of his left shoulder with the sharp 

edge of a stone.  The acronym S.P.Q.R. stood for a common Latin phrase “Senatus Populusque 

Romanus,” which translates into English as “The Senate and People of Rome”  (Di Renzo, 

2000).22   

Maximus had been a highly decorated general in the Roman army who had just given the 

Roman Empire a victorious battle in Germania during the last remnants of rebellion against the 

Empire.   Due to the untimely death of his beloved Emperor Marcus Aurelius, who was about to 

appoint Maximus as new Emperor over his own son Commodus, bitter conflict emerged between 

the two—forcing Maximus to flee for his life.  He was later captured as a slave by a slave-trader 

who soon sold Maximus and a cohort of other athletically fit slaves to an individual who profited 

by forcing his purchased slaves to fight and die as gladiators.   

During the interaction between slave trader and slave purchaser, the purchaser was 

examining Maximus to determine his physical fitness to be a gladiator.  During this brief 

                                                 
22 More information about the meaning of SPQR is from http://www.exovedate.com/the_real_gladiator_one.html 
and http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SPQR.  SPQR was the official logo of Rome, probably created during the era of the 
Roman Republic (508 B.C.-27B.C.) as its sentiment would have proceeded the era of the Roma Empire (27 B.C.-
1453 A.D.).  However, SPQR remained the official logo of the Roman government during Roman Empire rule, as 
evinced by the acronym being inscribed on a Roman coin dated c. 130 A.D. (Mattingly, 1931).        
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encounter, the purchaser noticed the tattoo SPQR on Maximus’ left shoulder and commented “it 

is the mark of the legion,” indicating the association between the tattoo and its wearer having 

been in service as a Roman soldier.  The purchaser examining Maximus then commented that he 

must have been a deserted Roman soldier due to his slave status.  Soon after being purchased by 

his new master to become a gladiator, the scene with Maximus painfully removing that tattoo 

occurred, inferring to the audience Maximus’ intention to conceal his former identity while 

symbolically severing his permanent status as servant to the Empire.    

The movie was historically accurate concerning two important points.  First, when the 

purchaser referred to Maximus’ tattoo, he did not actually use the word tattoo because, as we 

know from the previous discussion under the Tatau section, the word tattoo did not become a 

part of the English vernacular until at least 1769, some 1,600 years later.  However, as we will 

see in this section, the purchaser might have actually used the word “stigma” instead of “mark” 

to refer to Maximus’ tattoo (and he definitely would have if the movie’s dialogue was in Latin 

rather than English).  Second, the movie accurately depicts Roman soldiers wearing this form of 

allegiance tattoo during ancient Roman times.  This section will trace Roman society’s 

acquisition and use of the tattoo for this and other punitive and ownership purposes as well as to 

document the impact that their application of tattoos has continuously since had in European 

society, a legacy directly implicating today’s lower-class tattoo, of which the criminal tattoo is a 

subcategory.             

This historic narrative is an alternative view to the conventional account and argues that 

indigenous European tattooing was occurring long before Cook and even preceded European sea 

exploration, which had commenced in earnestness during the 16th century (Boorstin, 1983).  This 

account is therefore appropriately referred to as the “continuity thesis.”  Historians advocating 

the continuous practice of tattooing by indigenous Europeans are relatively few and tend to be 

more scholarly, including such writers as Caplan (2000; 2006), Jones (1987; 2000), Dye (1989), 

and Gustafson (2000).  Continuity adherents do not deny the impact that the Cook voyages had 

on European tattooing; rather, they argue that the practice tended to be historically opaque due to 

it being relegated to the marginalized segments of mainstream European society and pockets of 

tribal peoples such as the Picts and Celts.  As was mentioned previously, those indigenous tribal 

societies of ancient Europe deemed primitive share the decorative function of tattooing with 

Polynesians already discussed and will not be further elaborated.  This discussion emphasizes the 

punitive function that tattoos had for ancient European societies and how forcibly tattooing 
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criminals and delinquent slaves in time became inverted by lower-class Europeans as a self-

inflicted mark on the skin that reflected their ostracized status.   

 The most common English usage for the contemporary term stigma is the figurative 

meaning which is a “moral blot” or “mark of social disgrace or�infamy” especially as to one's 

reputation (Jones, 2000; Online Etymology Dictionary: Douglas Harper, 2010; 

http://dictionary.reference.com/).  A common example would include “the stigma of having been 

in prison”�(http://dictionary.reference.com/).� This metaphorical meaning of stigma entered the 

English vernacular in the 1610s (Online Etymology Dictionary: Douglas Harper, 2010).  

Additionally, there are three distinct literal uses for stigma that are less common than the 

metaphorical use, each denoting a physical, visible, and permanent mark on the flesh of the 

person.  The first literal meaning of stigma, most often connected with the plural noun form of 

the word stigmas—or stigmata—is “marks resembling the wounds on the body of Christ, 

appearing supernaturally on the bodies of the devout,” which entered the English vernacular 

around the 1630s (Goffman, 1963; Catholic University of America, 1996; Jones, 2000; Douglas 

Harper, 2010; http://dictionary.reference.com/).  The second use of stigma in a corporeal sense is 

a generic physical characteristic of a person, such as a deformity, handicap, or disfigurement that 

results in a disgraced social identity and its exclusionary response by others (Goffman, 1963).  

Interestingly, Goffman (1963) begins his book Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled 

Identity by stating: 

The Greeks, who were apparently strong on visual aids, originated the term 

stigma to refer to bodily signs designed to expose something unusual and bad 

about the moral status of the signifier.  The signs were cut or burnt into the body 

and advertised that the bearer was a slave, a criminal, or a traitor—a blemished 

person, ritually polluted, to be avoided, especially in public places.  (Goffman, 

1963)  

The third literal use is the 1590s adaptation into English of what was believed to be the 

original ancient Greek and Latin meaning of stigma which specified that the mark made on the 

human skin, referred to in the Goffman quote, was a literal brand made with a branding iron in 

order to designate the criminal or slave status of the person (Jones, 1987; Jones, 2000; Douglas 

Harper, 2010; http://dictionary.reference.com/).  This early modern-age interpretation that the 

original Greek and Latin usage of stigma referred to a physical brand has been demonstrated to 

be incorrect (Jones, 1987; Jones, 2000).  In fact, the Online Etymology Dictionary recognizes the 
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correct ancient usage of stigma as being “a ‘mark’ or ‘puncture,’ especially one made by a 

pointed instrument, from root of stizein, to mark or tattoo” (Douglas Harper, 2010).   

 In Greek, the root “stig” forms a cluster of words used to represent tattoos or the act of 

tattooing (Jones, 2000), but was first used to denote the spots on snakes (Jones, 1987).  The noun 

form “stigma” means a ‘dot’ or ‘mark’ (Dye, 1989; Jones, 2000) while the verb form “stizein” 

means ‘to prick’ (Jones, 2000).  The Romans appropriated the noun form ‘stigma’ into Latin 

along with the Greek meaning of it as tattoo (Ebensten, 1953; Jones, 1987; Gilbert, 2000; 

Gustafson, 2000; Jones, 2000; MacQuarrie, 2000); however, the Romans derived their own verb 

for the process of tattooing but never settled on a single word.  Such verbs as “inscribo” 

(inscribe), “imprimo” (imprint), or “inuro” (brand) were variously used to indicate the act of 

being tattooed.  Obviously, such ambiguity in these root words led to confusion whether a 

particular account was referring to tattooing or branding when historical records were translated 

into English (Jones, 1987; Jones, 2000).   Although historians during the Early Modern Period 

commonly linked references of stigmatization to branding, Dutch historian Pieter Burman (1709 

1st ed, 2nd ed 1743) recognized—based on the descriptions in ancient accounts—that references 

to stigma meant tattooing and not branding (Jones, 2000).  

The successful delineation of three fundamental aspects of punitive tattoos functioning 

within ancient Greek and Roman societies must be achieved so that a lineage to the 

contemporary criminal tattoo can be established.  The important features in the use of the tattoo 

as a social control mechanism include depicting how those societies acquired the practice, how 

they specifically utilized the punitive tattoo, and historical evidence demonstrating that the 

Greeks and Romans used tattoos and not some other form of permanent body modification, like 

branding, as the social control instrument. 

Ancient Greece is an early historic example of an imperialist empire that had global 

influence lasting from the 8th century B.C. to its defeat by the Roman Republic at Corinth in 146 

B.C. (Ferguson, 1913; Littman, 1974).  As a result of Greece’s colonization efforts and 

formation of the city-state as its principal sociopolitical subunit, Greek civilization became a 

melting pot for the cross-cultural fertilization of otherwise unique cultural practices (Ferguson, 

1913; Wilson, 2006).  Although decorative tattooing was considered to be a barbaric practice by 

the Greeks themselves, and apparently had no indigenous roots within Greece proper, they were 

aware of its occurrence by other cultures such as the Egyptians, Scythians, and Scots (Jones, 

1987; Dye, 1989; Jones, 2000).   
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Further and most notably, the Greeks were aware that their Thracian neighbors to the 

north (what today would be southern Bulgaria and European Turkey) used decorative tattoos in 

the 6th century B.C. (Jones, 1987; Dye, 1989; Jones, 2000).  According to Herodotus’ writing in 

430 B.C., the Greeks knew that the Thracians used the tattoo to signify high birth and that the 

nontattooed signified low birth (Ebensten, 1953; Jones, 1987; Jones, 2000).  Other evidence of 

the Greeks’ awareness of the Thracians’ use of decorative tattooing included inscriptions on their 

own vases depicting heavily tattooed Thracians (Jones, 1987; Jones, 2000).  However, the idea to 

invert the decorative tattoo into a social control mechanism was derived from Persian influence 

during the 5th century B.C. (Jones, 1987; Dye, 1989; Jones, 2000).  Herodotus wrote that the 

Greeks knew of the Persian custom of tattooing slaves and prisoners of war (Jones, 1987). 

 Although the Greeks did not tattoo, they appropriated the tattoo as used by the Persians 

to signify degradation in social status, as punishment and to denote ownership—a practice that 

lasted more than a millennium (Gustafson, 2000; Jones, 2000).  Specifically, the punitive aspect 

of tattooing for the Greeks was applied to criminals and three classes of slaves: 1) delinquent or 

runaway slaves, 2) criminal slaves, and 3) prisoners of war (Jones, 1987; Dye, 1989).  Greeks 

commonly put the type of offense offenders committed on visible bodily locations.  For instance, 

Plato wrote that a temple robber, if slave or alien, should have his crime marked on his hands and 

face, while anyone committing sacrilege was tattooed with the offense imprinted on his hands 

and face (Jones, 1987; Gustafson, 2000).   

Further, the tattooing of delinquent (usually runaway) slaves appears to have been a 

common practice for the Greeks, particularly during the Hellenistic Period (about 323-146 

B.C.)—the zenith of global Greek influence (Jones, 1987).  Finally, an example of tattooing 

prisoners of war was evidenced as early as 440 B.C. when the Greek Island of Samos revolted 

against the Athenian Empire.  After the revolt was squelched, the Athenians tattooed the 

foreheads of their Samian POWs with the Samian symbol of a ship (Jones, 2000).   

The figurative use of the word stigma as a mark of disgrace appears to have been initiated 

by the Greeks during the Classical Period (Jones, 1987).  For instance, Socrates (5th century 

B.C.) mentions the ‘perpetual stigmata’ that Julian’s Misopogon placed on Antioch, while Aelius 

Aristides (a Greek orator living in the 2nd century A.D.) writing In Defense of the Four accuses 

Plato, “you never tattooed any of your own slaves, but you have as good as tattooed the most 

honored of the Greeks” (Jones, 1987).   
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There has been ample evidence, mostly pointed out by Jones (1987; 2000), that indicates 

when ancient Greek texts refer to stigma it is the tattoo and not some other form of forcible body 

mutilation such as branding.  In fact, Jones (1987; 2000) states that there appears to be no 

evidence that the Greeks branded human beings.  The historical evidence that Greeks practiced 

punitive tattooing against criminals and slaves has been found in plays, novels, and historical 

accounts (Jones, 1987; Jones, 2000).  For example, a reference to  the Greek use of punitive 

tattooing was seen in a third century B.C. play of Herodas’ 5th mime, in which a jealous woman 

named Britinna threatens to tattoo the forehead of her unfaithful slave with the inscription 

“Know Thyself” (Jones, 1987; Jones, 2000).  Another example that stigma refers specifically to 

tattooing is found in the writings of Herodian, a Greek historian living during Roman Empire 

rule (c.170A.D.-c.240A.D.).  As author of History of the Roman Empire since the Death of 

Marcus Aurelius, Heroidan mentions the stigma on the Picts in then-current day Scotland and 

clearly describes the decorative tattooing of those tribal peoples (Hambly, 1925; Ebensten, 1953; 

Jones, 2000; MacQuarrie, 2000).  

 Historical evidence indicates that the Romans, like the Greeks, had no indigenous 

tattooing of their own.  Also historically indicated is the affirmation that the Romans acquired 

the tattoo from the Greeks (Jones, 1987; Dye, 1989; Gilbert, 2000; Gustafson, 2000; Jones, 

2000).  Further, the Romans appropriated the Greeks’ punitive and property use of the tattoo 

while tweaking those functions in very specific ways. 

 The tattoo signified degradation or a lowering of social status for Romans during the rule 

of the Roman Empire (Gustafson, 2000).  Specifically, as it had functioned for the Greeks, the 

tattoo was used to denote punishment and ownership standings of criminals and slaves. usually 

applied in conjunction with other punishments such as banishment or forced labor (Ebensten, 

1953; Gustafson, 2000; Jones, 2000).  However, Romans’ punitive use of tattooing, like other 

forms of punishment, was also based on the social status of the offender rather than solely on the 

nature of the offense (Gustafson, 2000).  As a result, the location on the body where the tattoo 

was forcibly applied varied according to the degree of punishment desired by the State and was 

dictated to an extent by the social status of the offender pre-offense.  For example, punitive tattoo 

applications to the face or head were reserved for the most serious offenders from the lowest 

social status (Gustafson, 2000).  The location on the body of offenders where punitive tattoos 

were forcibly placed, however, was amended somewhat during the Christian era, most notably 

via an edict from Constantine.  As Jones (1987) notes:  
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…that a person condemned to a gladiatorial school or the mines should not be 

inscribed (‘scribatur’) on the face, but rather on the hands or the calves, ‘so that 

the face, which has been formed in the image of the divine beauty, should be 

defiled as little as possible’.  (Jones, 1987) 

The Romans’ use of the punitive tattoo more clearly represented the nature of the offense 

and punishment to be levied through the tattoo design than their Greek counterparts had 

accomplished.  The tattoo designs that were forced upon criminals served three general purposes 

for the Roman state: to denote the nature of crime, mark the name of the specific Emperor, and 

display the offender’s punishment (Gustafson, 2000).  Several writers during both Roman 

Republic and Roman Empire era rule report specific tattoo designs forced upon offenders to 

reflect the offense, punishment, or head of state (Gustafson, 2000).  Titus Maccius Plautus (c. 

254–184 B.C.) writes that a man had fur (thief) written on his forehead while Marcus Tullius 

Cicero (c. 106-43 B.C.) writes that the letter K (for kalumnia) was tattooed on the foreheads of 

those making false accusations.    

The major addition to forcible tattooing practices of Rome during centuries of Roman 

Empire rule versus the preceding rule by the Empire of Greece was the tattooing of its own 

soldiers and munitions suppliers (Jones, 1987; Jones, 2000).  The logic of branding its own 

soldiers was an extension of the ownership function of tattooing slaves that sent Rome’s clear 

message that soldiers were the permanently indentured servants of the State.  This extension of 

tattooing to denote property ownership was first referenced around the time the Empire became 

Christian in the 4th century A.D.  Vegetius, a military writer, describes how Roman military 

recruits were “inscribed with permanent dots on the skin” (Jones, 2000).  The practice was 

extended to arms manufactures with imperial order in 398 A.D. “Stigma, that is, a public mark, 

must be made on the arms of the fabricenses [arms manufactures] as they are on recruits, so that 

in this way at least they may be recognized if they go into hiding” (Jones, 2000). 

Although it appears that the Romans also engaged in the branding of their slaves and 

criminals, Roman literary accounts referencing stigmas are much more unambiguously 

descriptive as being tattoos than were the writings of the Greeks (Jones, 1987; Jones, 2000).  For 

example, the Augustan lex Aelia Sentia, a 4th century Roman law governing the freeing of slaves, 

mentions those criminals and slaves that had undergone punitive tattooing.  That edict, cited in 

Gustafson (2000), states: 
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Slaves who have been chained by their masters on the grounds of punishment, or 

who have been tattooed [quibusve stigmata inscripta sint], or who have been 

tortured under interrogation on account of wrongdoing and have been found 

guilty of that wrongdoing, or who have been handed over to fight [in the arena] 

with a sword or with the beasts, or who have been dispatched to a gladiatorial 

school or to prison, and afterwards have been manumitted either by their master 

or by another, become free men of the same status as foreigners who have 

surrendered.  (Gustafson, 2000) 

However, the single best cite documenting that stigma is a tattoo is contained in a writing 

of Roman physician Aetius in the 6th century A.D.  Aetius provides a clear description of the 

tattooing process along with methods for removal, both of which are cited in Berchon (1869).  

Aetius states:  

Stigmates are the marks that are made on the face and other parts of the body.  We 

see such marks on the hands of soldiers.  To perform the operation they use ink 

made according to this formula: Egyptian pine wood (acacia) and especially the 

bark, one pound; corroded bronze, two ounces; vitriol, one ounce.  Mix well and 

sift.  Grind the corroded bronze with vinegar and mix it with the other ingredients 

to make a powder.  Soak the powder in two parts water and one part leek juice 

and mix thoroughly.  First wash the place to be tattooed with leek juice and then 

prick in the design with pointed needles until blood is drawn.  Then rub in the ink. 

(Berchon, 1869) 

Additional historical evidence further indicating that references to stigma by Roman 

writers are unequivocally tattoos are numerous and come from such sources as Roman laws and 

literary sources.  For example, a reference is found in The Theodosian Code, a collection of 

imperial legislation published in 438 A.D. containing a 4th century A.D. edict from Constantine 

who—due to Christian influence—forbade the punitive tattooing on the face of criminals and 

slaves (Gustafson, 2000).  That legislation authorized the tattooing on the hands and calves in 

lieu of the face.  Also, the continued use of punitive tattoos in the Roman Empire was noted as 

late as the 9th century when emperor Theophilus forcibly tattooed two monks, the Graptoi 

brothers, who had been accused of being idolaters.  “He first had them severely beaten, then he 

had their faces tattooed, and poured ink into the marks, and the tattoos formed letters” (Jones, 

1987).  Further, a Roman play by 1st century A.D. author Gaius Petronius, in writing the novel 
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Satyricon, captures the contemporaneous Roman usage of the punitive tattooing of slaves (Jones, 

2000).   

The legacy of the punitive/ownership tattoo that had been passed along from the Persians, 

to the Greeks, to the Romans, has been further passed along to Western society on two essential 

planes.  The first vestige of punitive tattoos that lasted well into the 20th century was the direct 

legacy of European and American social control apparatuses that forcibly tattooed a portion of 

offender populations in a relatively unaltered manner, as had been done by the Romans.  The 

second instance that punitive tattoos have maintained a continuous impact on European society 

can be witnessed by illustrations in which the forced tattoo became inverted as a self-imposed 

stigma applied by marginalized classes. 

Three historical examples show that the forcible tattooing of criminals and slaves by the 

State continued to be practiced in modern times in a relatively unaltered form as had been 

performed by the ancient Persians, Greeks, and Romans.  One instance was carried out by the 

British army well into the 19th century.  A second example is found in the penal practices of 19th 

century America.  A final illustration involved the use of forcible tattooing by Nazis against Jews 

during the Holocaust of the 20th century.   

In 1717, the British army discontinued punitive branding as the specific mechanism for 

marking wayward soldiers and substituted it with forcible tattooing (Dye, 1989).  Some 

confusion exists in the historical accounts as to whether branding of British soldiers continued in 

the 18th and 19th centuries.  This confusion seems to stem, as noted previously, from the delay in 

the word tattoo reaching common English usage until probably the mid-19th century.  It has been 

commonly cited that the British army used “branding” on its delinquent soldiers by branding a 

“D” on the chest of deserters and “BC” on the chest of its more incorrigible “bad characters” 

(Ebensten, 1953; Burroughs, 1985; Jones, 1987; Jones, 2000).  However, Burroughs (1985) 

reconciles this ambiguity by delineating the application procedure involved in the British 

“branding” of offender soldiers as unequivocal tattooing.  The “D” or “BC” mark applied to the 

offender’s flesh was a tattoo that was applied via a spring-loaded metal-stamping device 

containing several prearranged needles charged with a mixture of gunpowder and durable ink 

that simultaneously punctured the skin in one-inch letters.  This tattoo application was 

appropriated from the 18th century Dublin Foundling Hospital, where it had been used to stamp 

Irish orphans, including infants (Powell, 1981; Burroughs, 1985).  The procedure was used to 

varying degrees by the British army through the 18th and into the 19th centuries, but its use was 
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reinvigorated in the 1840s and escalated annually until being discontinued by the War Office in 

1871 (Burroughs, 1985).         

The second instance of the application of the punitive tattoo by a modern State occurred 

in Massachusetts in the 19th century.  Second-term convicts released from Massachusetts State 

Prison were tattooed with “Mass. S.P.” and the date of their release on the inner part of the upper 

left arm (Ebensten, 1953).   

A third example of a State social control application of tattoos towards confined 

populations was by Nazi Germany during the Holocaust of World War II.  Jews assigned to 

Auschwitz during the latter years of World War II were tattooed on the outer portion of their left 

forearm with a unique serial number.  Earlier during the campaign, Nazis applied the 

identification number to the allocated uniforms of Jews assigned to the three camps comprising 

Auschwitz (Black, 2001).  However, because of the increased extinguishing of Jews and the need 

for recycling uniforms at the camp, the Nazis began applying tattoos to the chest of Jews using a 

stamping device containing numerous needles—similar to the contraptions used by Dublin 

Foundling Hospital on orphans and the British army on deserters—in an effort to enhance 

identification of corpses.  The metal tattooing stamp became impractical, forcing the application 

of the identification number to be accomplished with conventional tattooing equipment and thus 

to the arm of Jews arriving at Auschwitz (Jones, 1987; United States Holocaust Memorial 

Museum, 2010).    

The legacy of the punitive tattoo has also come to operate within contemporary 

marginalized groups through the transitioning of the State’s forcible tattooing practices to the 

self-imposed stigmatization at the hands of those outcast members themselves.  This inversion of 

the tattoo’s social control function forms the primary subject of this study and can be 

demonstrated by several historic instances.  Chief examples of the inverted punitive tattoo are 

demonstrable through historic accounts of medieval Christian pilgrims, British convicts 

sentenced to transportation at Australian colonies, and Russian prisoners.    

  The Christian pilgrims have been considered the quintessential group for inverting the 

forcible punitive/ownership tattoo into a voluntarily applied marker of social status, thus paving 

the path for transitioning the tattoo from a formal social control mechanism to self-promulgated 

membership in outcast subculture (Sinclair, 1908; Caplan, 2000).  For early Christians, there 

were a host of ambivalent commands as to the religious acceptability of tattoos (Taylor, 1997).  

An Old Testament command in Leviticus 19:28 clearly forbid Jews of that time, around 1440 
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B.C., to wear tattoos.  “Do not cut your bodies for the dead or put tattoo marks on yourselves.  I 

am the Lord” (International Bible Society, 1995).  However, a New Testament verse seemingly 

contradicts this prohibition.  Galatians 6:17, written by the Apostle Paul around 50 A.D., states, 

“Finally, let no one cause me trouble, for I bear on my body the marks of Jesus” (International 

Bible Society, 1995).  Many early Christians inferred that Paul was referring to a cross or some 

other insignia of Christ tattooed on his body (Taylor, 1997; Fleming, 2000; Gustafson, 2000).   

Correspondingly, other authorities contributed to the ambivalence posed by the apparent 

scriptural inconsistencies concerning whether Christians could be tattooed during the early 

Christian era.  The Roman Empire asserted its authority with the 316 A.D. edict of Constantine 

that altogether forbid the tattooing of Roman citizens and the faces of criminals and slaves 

(Gustafson, 2000; Jones, 2000).  Furthermore, tattooing became completely forbidden by the 

Catholic Church pursuant to the Council of Churches meeting at Calcuth, in Northumberland 

(United Kingdom), in 787 A.D. (Ebensten, 1953; Taylor, 1997; Fleming, 2000).  Thus, early into 

the Christian era there was scriptural confusion as to whether tattoos were divinely authorized or 

forbidden, while over time secular authorities increasingly forbid the practice.  As a result of the 

ambivalence and prohibitions against tattooing by secular authorities, the anti-authoritarianism 

and martyrdom elements of the Christian movement itself created a shift towards Christians 

seeking to have a symbol of Christ tattooed in their flesh (Gustafson, 2000). 

The most historically visible documentation that Christians were tattooed with some form 

of Christian symbol has been chronicled by accounts of Christian travelers to the Holy Lands 

who continually practiced receiving a religious tattoo to commemorate their pilgrimage from the 

early days of Christianity to today (Sinclair, 1908; Jones, 1987; Dye, 1989; Taylor, 1997; 

Fleming, 2000; Jones, 2000; Rosecrans, 2000).  An early example of religious tattooing by 

Christian pilgrims was recorded in the 5th century writing of Procopius of Gaza; many Christians 

at that time chose to be tattooed on their wrist or arm with a cross or the name of Christ 

(Fleming, 2000; Gustafson, 2000).  The 15th-17th century timeframe is inundated with historical 

accounts of the continual inverting of the punitive/ownership tattoo that became self-applied and 

signified the wearer as a lifetime servant of Christ.  For example, French traveler Jean de 

Thevenot describes acquiring a tattoo that was pricked on him during his travels to Jerusalem in 

1658.  In Relation d'un voyage fait au Levant (1664, cited in Jones, 1987), Thevenot states: 

We passed the whole of Monday, the 29th of April, having our arms marked, as 

all the pilgrims usually do: the operation is performed by Christians of Bethlehem 
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belonging to the Latin rite. They have several wooden moulds, among which you 

choose those you like the best. Next they fill them with charcoal powder. Then 

they apply them to you in such a way as to leave the mark of what is engraved on 

them. After that they take your arm by their left hand, stretching the skin tight; in 

their right hand they have a little stick with two needles, and they dip it from time 

to time in ink mixed with ox-gall, and prick you with it along the lines made by 

the wooden mould; that is presumably harmful, and as a rule there ensues a slight 

fever which lasts a very short time, and the arm remains swollen to three times its 

normal size for two or three days. After they have pricked all along these lines, 

they wash the arm and check to see if there is some fault, whereupon they begin 

again, and sometimes they resume as many as three times. When they have 

finished, they bandage your arm up very tight, and a scab forms which falls off 

two or three days later, and the marks remain in blue and never fade.  (Jones, 

1987) 

Similarly, English traveler George Sandys (1615) writes, “They use to mark the Arms of 

Pilgrims, with the names of Jesus, Maria, Jerusalem, Bethlehem, the Jerusalem Crosse, and 

sundry other characters” (cited in Fleming, 2000).  Durkheim (1915), citing Thevenot, argues 

that tattoos are an emblem reflecting a common existence, and he shows how earlier pilgrims 

received the Jerusalem Cross to illustrate that “communion of the minds” occurs through a 

“distinctive mark on the body.”   

A further and perhaps more explicit instance of the inverted application of the punitive/ 

ownership tattoo to self-inflicted stigma can be documented through historical records pertaining 

to Britain’s penal transportation practices of the 19th century.  Because physical descriptions for 

every transported convict were recorded in detail by British authorities for identification 

purposes in the event of escape, tattoo descriptions of the convicts transported to Australia were 

included as a part of each convict indent (Bradley & Maxwell-Stewart, 1997; Kent, 1997; 

Bradley, 2000; Maxwell-Stewart & Duffield, 2000).  Those convict dossiers documented 

physical descriptions of the inmates at time of departure from England and arrival to Australia, 

and as a result of subsequent incidents during their sentence in Australia, provided important 

insights into the inversion process of the criminal tattoo.   

Specific convict indent data was analyzed for several years during the 1840s.  Those 

records reveal that male British convicts examined prior to departure from England had a tattoo 
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prevalence rate of about four percent.  However, upon arrival to their Australian colony 

destination (an approximately 13,000 mile, 90 day journey: Bateson, 1985), the tattoo prevalence 

rate for this cohort was 26 percent.  Further, when the physical descriptions of recidivists were 

again recorded pursuant to conviction of new crimes occurring in the colonies, the tattoo 

prevalence rate was 40 percent (Maxwell-Stewart & Duffield, 2000).   

Thus, although some of those convicts had been forcibly tattooed by the British army as 

deserters and bad characters prior to their instant offense, this data clearly demonstrates—by the 

dramatic increase in tattoo prevalence from departure from England to arrival in Australia—that 

the transportation experience itself produced an inversion effect on many convicts (Bradley, 

2000; Maxwell-Stewart & Duffield, 2000).  Further, an examination of the designs commonly 

listed in the convict indents reflect that convicts transported to Australia chose to have 

attachment-oriented content etched into their skin, such as names, initials, dates, hearts, or 

religious symbols (Bradley & Maxwell-Stewart, 1997; Kent, 1997; Bradley, 2000; Maxwell-

Stewart & Duffield, 2000).  Additionally, in contrast to the decorative styles of the aristocratic 

tattoos, the “transportation tattoo” was understandably monochromic (Kent, 1997; Maxwell-

Stewart & Duffield, 2000).  

The transition of the Russian punitive tattoo to its inverted application by Russian 

prisoners further illustrates the historical legacy of tattoos as an instrument of social control on 

the contemporary criminal tattoo.  The objective for Imperial Russian rule at the time of Peter the 

Great (around 1700) was to maintain a well-ordered police state.  In an effort to achieve this aim, 

the State devised a complex system of legal statuses that would encompass every citizen 

(Schrader, 2000).  These legally constructed status identities, called sostoianiia, included such 

categories as noble, merchant, peasant, vagrant, and criminal.  Because vagrancy, by definition, 

precluded the State’s identifying and classifying such individuals, this specific offense became a 

primary concern to Russian authorities.  As a result, the State began exiling massive numbers of 

Russian vagrants and other offenders to Siberia after the exile system was reformed in 1822.  For 

the next 46 years, 350,000 vagrants and convicts were exiled to Siberia.  Thus, Siberia became 

Russia’s 19th century parallel to England’s Australia, where the marginalized ‘other’ was 

excluded from society.   

In addition to exile, a corresponding social control effort also came into effect when Peter 

the Great issued a proclamation in 1712 ordering a tattoo to be pricked with gunpowder in the 

form of a cross on the left hand of military recruit deserters.  He also ordered that criminals be 
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“branded” with the imperial symbol of the eagle in a ritualized, public ceremony of status 

degradation.  The brand, which was a red-hot iron laced with numerous needles, stamped the 

desired design into the flesh of the offender, with gunpowder being immediately rubbed into the 

wound so that the brand would be visible and permanent.  This hybrid form of a penal brand-

tattoo became standardized throughout Russia by 1753.  Additionally, offenders also had their 

offense visibly tattooed on them, for instance VOR (thief) was marked on such offenders’ 

forehead or cheek.   

By the 1850s, Russia realized the economic potential offered by Siberia’s resources.  The 

exile and punitive tattooing polices gave way to incarceration towards the end of the 19th 

century.  Almost immediately, within the prison milieu, inmates inverted the Russian social order 

and its former penal “branding” practices by creating an inmate system of sostoianiia that 

mimicked the official one.  Tattooing within Russian prisons became a highly ritualized 

ceremony and those heavily tattooed inmates were imputed an aristocratic convict status by 

fellow convicts (Bronnikov, 1993).  Thus, Russian inmates would “…carve out their opposition 

to officialdom by assimilating its technologies” (Schrader, 2000).   Many of the designs that had 

been forced upon inmates by the State, such as the imperial eagle, became commonly applied by 

contemporary Russian inmates (Lambert & Christ, 2003).     

 
Historic Atavism   

                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

As Matza (1969) famously touts in his opening quote from Becoming Deviant:  

The aim of writing is to create coherence.  The risk is that coherence will be 

imposed on an actual disorder and a forgery thus produced.  No way of avoiding 

that risk exists since to write is to take on the task of bringing together or 

organizing materials.  Thus the only legitimate question about a work is the 

measure of imposition, or the amount of forgery, the only off-setting 

compensation the possibility of entertainment or illumination. (Matza, 1969) 

The audience of this dissertation share the common experience of campus life in which 

we commonly observe today’s college student donning tattoos: the female student who reveals a 

tattoo on her lower back, or the male student’s tattooed strand of barbed wire encircling his 

bicep.  Most of us did not have to spend a couple of years writing a dissertation on tattoos to 

realize that these tattooed students may be a majority on campus today and that they are not any 

more prone to committing crime than their nontattooed classmates.  However, many of us from 
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former generations and middle-class backgrounds not only never had any tattoos, but did not 

personally know anyone tattooed until this middle-class tattoo craze hit sometime in the 1990s.  

Many probably assumed that tattoos were for bikers, inmates, and military servicemen.  

Thus, to some degree, there is a shared common-sense notion that there are two distinct tattoos 

operating in American society today.  Explicating this idea has been the point of the first two 

subsections of this history section.  Making sense of these two distinct sets of contemporary 

symbol systems through an illumination of the two histories of tattoos has been a sizeable 

imposition on this material.  Hopefully a coherent, genuine reality is reflected that has 

enlightened and entertained the reader. 

To recapitulate, there is a lengthy, continuous history of tattooing in European society 

that tended to be historically invisible due to its relegation to the outcast segments of society.  

The tattoo at first functioned directly as a social control mechanism by publicly demarcating 

slaves, criminals, and prisoners of war as used by the ancient societies of Persia, Greece, and 

Rome.  This ownership/punitive function, in which the tattoo was forcibly applied by the State 

into the flesh of those deemed marginalized, continued to be used in a relatively unaltered way in 

select instances during fairly recent times, for example by 19th century British and American 

penal policies and for Nazi military objectives during 1930s and 1940s.   

However, perhaps a more important development was witnessed in the historical 

evolution of the contemporary criminal tattoo when those subjected to its stigmatization inverted 

its forcible application to a self-stigmatization, permanently and to varying degrees publicly 

proclaiming their membership to the criminal class as illustrated by Christian pilgrims, British 

transportation convicts, and Russian prisoners.  This stigma history of the tattoo expresses the 

exclusionary function the tattoo has continually served in what essentially amounts to an 

intergenerational reproduction of the criminal or dangerous class (Hagan & Palloni, 1990).   

By contrast, there is also a rather brief history of tattooing within the West that is pinned 

to the Cook voyages of Oceania in the latter part of the 18th century.  Those voyages and their 

aftermath on the European continent produced a new European attitude towards primitivism and 

an awakening of tattooing as exoticism that sat idle for several decades (Guest, 2000; Barnes, 

2006).  Political and economic conditions in Europe generally, and England particularly, 

changed rapidly during the 19th century, with the deterioration of aristocratic holdings and a 

demise of colonial power.  Correspondingly, a series of events unfolded including tattooing of 

prominent aristocrats, invention of the tattoo machine, professionalization of the tattooing 



122 
 

industry, and the Chisholm affair.  These conditions and events ignited the dormant notions of 

primitivism, all of which coalesced into a tattoo fad involving the aristocrats of England and the 

elites of America which lasted from about 1880 to 1930.  Instead of those upper-class members 

latching on to the stable tattoo of their lowerclassmen, the well-to-do seized the lower-class 

symbol but camouflaged that appropriation by inverting its function to that of the decorative 

tattoo of the Polynesian islander (Parry, 1933; Goffman, 1951).  This relatively whimsical and 

fugitive mainstream tattoo is now prevalent as the middle-class tattoo.  The tatau history of the 

tattoo can be characterized as a series of inter-class appropriations and inversions of the tattoo 

symbol in a manner consistent with other social movements (Blumer, 1969; Crossley, 2002).23           

As has been presented, the history of tattoos in Western society illustrates there are two 

tattoos existing in American society today that are divisible along the fault lines of class and 

social status (Bradley, 2000).  Granted, these two tattoos, both historically and 

contemporaneously, could not operate within the same society in a vacuum, co-existing in the 

same society without some contamination or “spillover effect” occurring between them.  They 

have undoubtedly impacted one another to some extent.  In linking tattoos and crime from the 

tattoo-crime literature, it is crucial to remember the differing natures of the two tattoos.  

Pioneering criminologists of the emerging Positive School capitalized on the conclusions 

reached from studies examining the connection between tattoos and crime to formulate their 

early theories of criminality.  Those researchers only acknowledged and applied the conventional 

history of tattoos to their inquisitions examining the impact that tattoos have upon criminality, 

unaware of the longer punitive/ownership history of tattoos resulted in researchers misapplying 

an upper-class tattoo phenomenon, with its decorative function, to a lower or criminal-class 

population.  This historic misapplication has had some deleterious effects on the discipline of 

criminology.24   

At the dawning of the Positive School of criminology, in the latter third of the 19th 

century, a debate emerged between the Italian and French Schools that centered on differing 

views concerning the role hereditary plays in determining criminality.  Lombroso maintained a 
                                                 
23 For example, the current right-wing political movement emerging in the U.S. has appropriated the teabag as their 
symbol, which they borrowed directly from Revolutionary War times.  Another example would be the radical left-
wing revolutionary group of the 1960s-1970s, the Weathermen, who appropriated 19th century abolitionist John 
Brown as one of their symbols but inverted Brown’s actions from that of terrorist or madman to that of hero.    

24 Again, please refer to figure 1 for a simple visual presentation of the argument being put forward here.   
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peculiar view of criminal heredity in which the “born criminal” has a biological and 

psychological link to primitive man which is physically discernible through an array of manifest 

symptoms or “stigmata” (Lombroso, 1876).  Lombroso summarizes this position in stating: “and 

that which classifies the congenital criminal as an anomaly, partly pathological and partly 

atavistic, a revival of the primitive savage…” (Lombroso, in Lombroso-Ferrero, 1911).  

Lacassagne of the French School, however, viewed the interaction of hereditary and environment 

as essential (Caplan, 2000; Caplan, 2006; Gibson, 2006; Kaluszynski, 2006; Mucchielli, 2006; 

Renneville, 2006).  Lacassagne articulates the French position in stating:  

Physical and mental degeneration factors are, we repeat, caused by diseases and 

addictions such as alcoholism, syphilis, and tuberculosis.  Their effects on the 

parents have repercussions on the children, in the form of physical stigmata of 

degeneration, described and studied by Lombroso and his school of thought.  We 

remain true to our aphorism.  Societies have the criminals they deserve.  (Martin 

& Lacassagne, 1901)  

Caplan (2006) sums up the distinction between the competing camps by stating, “Lombroso 

emphasized the anatomic and instinctual where Lacassagne privileged the extrinsic and 

semiotic.” 

Lacassagne (1881) further distinguishes his own view of the hereditary impact on 

criminality as distinct from Lombroso’s view when stating, “…where the Turin professor sees an 

interruption, then a backward regression, I demonstrate an uninterrupted series, a succession of 

transformations of an instinct…Where Lombroso sees ancient types suddenly re-presenting 

themselves, we see only retardation.”  Fletcher (1882), an American anthropologist, writing 

contemporaneously to this debate, clarifies the central issue surrounding the controversy in 

stating:  

Atavism is in one sense hereditary, it is true, but it is properly used to express a 

recurrence to a type derived from some more or less remote ancestor.  The term 

[atavism] itself is objectionable as lacking in precision, and the expression 

“atavistic inheritance” as distinct from “continuous inheritance” is to be preferred.  

It does not seem that a decorative art like tattooing could be derived from 

recurrence, but that it is rather the result of imitation and tradition. (Fletcher, 

1882)   
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Thus, from the very outset of criminological positivism, the debate over the causes of criminal 

man was framed as a distinction between hereditary continuity (Lacassagne) versus hereditary 

rupture (Lombroso) (Caplan, 2006), in a manner paralleling the continuity-importation 

distinction laid out here for the two tattoo histories.    

It is evident that the tattoos of criminals became an important empirical issue shaping the 

debate between the two major European forces competing for prominence within the newly 

emerging Positive School of criminology (Caplan, 1997; Caplan, 2000; Caplan, 2006; Gibson, 

2006; Rafter, 2006).  Both Lombroso and Lacassagne agreed that a link exists between tattoos 

and criminality; their dispute was whether tattoos as a physical expression of criminality 

reflected an underlying atavism or degeneration (Caplan, 2000).  Lacassagne viewed the tattoos 

of criminals as “speaking scars” (Lacassagne, 1881; Lacassagne & Magitot, 1886), 

characterizing them thusly, “it was this long sequence of signs that underwrote [Lacassagne’s] 

proposition of ‘an uninterrupted series’ in place of Lombroso’s ‘backward regression’” (Caplan, 

2006).  Lombroso (1876), on the other hand, linked tattoos of criminals as another example of 

his primitive nature in stating:  

One of the most singular characteristics of primitive men and those who still live 

in a state of nature is the frequency with which they undergo tattooing… .  

Among Europeans, the most important reason for tattooing is atavism and that 

other form of atavism called traditionalism, both of which characterize primitive 

men and men living in a state of nature.  There is not a single primitive tribe that 

does not use tattooing. (Lombroso, 1876) 

Lombroso goes on to wager his theory of criminal man on the conclusion that tattoos represent 

atavism when stating, “…if criminal tattoos are not atavistic, then there is no such scientific fact 

as atavism” (Lombroso, 1891; Caplan, 2006).   

Lombroso’s err, which he never rectified and apparently never understood, was his 

misapplication of the conventional history of tattoos, as expounded in the tatau section here, to 

account for the tattooing within the lower or criminal class.  Clearly, Lombroso was unaware of 

the longer, continuous history of the punitive/ownership tattoo.  Was he also naïve to the 

existence of the conventional history of European tattooing that was only a century or so in the 

making at the time of his writing?  The unequivocal answer is that Lombroso was aware of the 

conventional history of the tattoo, as can be discerned from his writings.  For example, 

Lombroso (1876) noted: 
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This operation, which has both its surgical and aesthetic aspects, derives its name 

from an Oceanic language… .  It occurs only among the lower classes—peasants, 

sailors, workers, shepherds, soldiers, and even more among criminals… .  It is 

only natural that a custom widespread among savages and prehistoric peoples 

would reappear among certain lower-class groups. (Lombroso, 1876) 

Lombroso (1896) continues to demonstrate his awareness of the conventional tattoo 

history when providing lengthy discussions about the ubiquity of tattooing in tribal societies 

throughout the world when detailing the tattooing of Tahitians, Samoans, and the indigenous 

inhabitants of New Zealand and the Marquesas.  Thus, Lombroso, throughout his career, 

mistakenly applied the conventional history of tattoos to account for the contemporary 

lower/criminal class tattoo phenomenon, an error that could be aptly referred to as “historical 

atavism” which carried over into his theoretical notions of criminal man as being a reversion to 

an earlier state.   

Lacassagne, perhaps, may have been cognizant of the historic continuity of indigenous 

European tattooing.  Therefore, his theoretical underpinnings of degeneration, like the 

continuous tattooing within the lower class, reflected an uninterrupted sequence in criminality in 

general.  Lombroso was saddled with the irredeemable incongruity between the empirical reality 

of the aristocratic tattoo fad emerging in his very presence and the contorted condition of his 

theoretical notions of criminal man.  This misapplication of the conventional tattoo history to 

account for criminal tattooing led Lombroso (1896) to equate aristocratic women as an instance 

of atavistic expression.  Grasping at straws, Lombroso (1896) states: 

I have been told that the fashion of tattooing the arm exists among women of 

prominence in London society.  The taste for this style is not a good indication of 

the refinement and delicacy of the English ladies: first, it indicates an inferior 

sensitiveness, for one has to be obtuse to pain to submit to this wholly savage 

operation without any other object than the gratification of vanity; and it is 

contrary to progress, for all exaggerations of dress are atavistic… .  O Fashion.  

You are frivolous; you have caused many complaints against the most beautiful 

half of the human race!  (Lombroso, 1896) 

It is apparent then, that for Lombroso, as for other commentators at the turn of the 20th 

century, tattoos in and of themselves were considered bad taste, and ornamentation of the body, 
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as in other areas of society such as architecture, were equated with dogmatic notions of 

primitivism and thus pathology (see Loos, 1908; Gell, 1993; Canales & Herscher, 2005).  By the 

end of his career, Lombroso confesses his befuddlement over not being able to fit the proverbial 

round peg of criminal tattooing into the square hole of criminal atavism:   

The first idea came to me in 1864, when, as an army doctor, I beguiled my ample 

leisure with a series of studies on the Italian soldier.  From the very beginning I 

was struck by a characteristic that distinguished the honest soldier from his 

vicious comrade: the extent to which the latter was tattooed and the indecency of 

the designs that covered his body.  This idea, however, bore no fruit.  (Lombroso-

Ferrero, 1911) 

The reason—as should be obvious from the discussion presented in this history section—

as to why Lombroso could never make sense of tattooing and crime was that he failed to 

recognize the existence of two tattoos operating, with some degree of autonomy, within 

contemporaneous society or that there is a longer, punitive/ownership history of tattooing that 

must be specifically applied to the contemporaneous criminal tattoo phenomenon.  The 

consequences to the field of criminology for Lombroso’s failure to apply the proper historical 

framework to the appropriate tattoo phenomenon are twofold.  First, the historical failing 

contributed to untenable conclusions and thus to the development of bad theory, which, 

according to Sutherland, “that Lombroso’s impact had the disastrous effect of leading 

criminology up a blind alley for 40 years” (cited by Savitz, 1972).  Second, criminologists have 

come to equate the topic of criminal tattoos with Lombroso and thus to his marred theory of 

criminal man.  The plethora of studies investigating the link between criminal offenders and their 

tattoos dried up as Lombroso’s ideas and criminal anthropology generally became discarded 

about 1915 (Sutherland & Cressey, 1966; Caplan, 2006).  With these admonitions in mind, we 

now turn to a discussion of the specific empirical literature concerning crime and tattoos.  
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APPENDIX B 

IMPORTANT TATTOO MEASURES 

 
Other than the Putnins (2002) study, no attempt has been made in determining whether an 

empirical link exists between inmate tattoos and recidivism.  As a result, there is virtually no 

prior literature for identifying specific aspects of inmate tattoos as potentially salient predictors 

of recidivism and how those tattoo factors are best measured.  However, a host of empirical 

studies have examined whether a relationship exists between tattoos and various indicators of 

criminal behavior for certain confined populations.  This multidisciplinary tattoo and crime 

literature is useful in providing insight into the various ways tattoos have been measured and to 

indicate the relative saliency of each in relation to indicators of criminal behavior—such as 

number of prior convictions and the nature of offense.   

A review of the literature reveals that 14 distinct characteristics of tattoos were used in 

previous research.  These 14 distinct tattoo variables include tattoo presence, number, content, 

bodily location, visibility, age at first tattoo, quality, regret, instruments used, acquisition in 

prison, size, color, indelibility, and body surface coverage.  Four of these 14 unique 

characteristics of criminal tattoos were relied upon most frequently by former researchers and 

appear to be the most substantively important tattoo factors linked to various aspects of criminal 

behavior.  Those principal tattooing factors include tattoo presence, number, visibility, and 

content.   

Tattoo presence, number, and visibility are suitable for quantitative analyses. Tattoo 

content, or the nature of the tattoo design itself—although potentially relevant to inmate 

recidivism—will not be included here due to its inherently qualitative nature.  The following 

discussion will address how tattoo presence, number, and visibility have been conceptualized in 

past studies so as to derive their best measures and to broadly demonstrate their connection with 

criminal behavior.  

 
Tattoo Presence   
 

There were 83 empirical studies examined in this literature review.  The most obvious 

and by far most common tattoo measure was whether the individual subject had at least one 

tattoo.   Presence of at least one tattoo was the sole tattooing variable used during the early years 
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of criminological positivism (1860s-1870s), an era in which the primary purpose for studying 

criminal tattoos was to compare tattoo prevalence rates across various population groups.  The 

overall conclusion was that incarcerated offenders were more frequently tattooed than were the 

confined mentally ill or nonoffenders (Lombroso, 1864; Berchon, 1869).  As a rudimentary 

measure of criminal tattooing, the presence of tattoos is an essential tattooing variable for 

broadly differentiating a given sample into two primary groups for comparative analyses.  

However, tattoo presence as a sole measure of criminal tattooing fails to fully capture the more 

nuanced aspects of criminal tattoos and their association with criminal behavior.  Later studies 

tend to incorporate a more comprehensive array of tattooing factors in an effort to account for the 

more distinctive aspects of criminal tattooing. 

Tattoo Number 
 

Researchers have also relied on the number of tattoos possessed by criminal offenders as 

an additional distinct tattoo measure (e.g. Lacassagne, 1880; Ottolenghi, 1899; Fox, 1976; 

Lozano et al. (2010); Cardasis et al., 2008).  A ratio scale has been the most frequently used 

method for capturing tattoo number in past research.  However, there is a specific limitation in 

measuring tattoo number in ratio form that has resulted in alternative measures being offered.   

Early tattoo-crime researchers quickly discovered that some tattooed criminals were 

almost completely covered by their tattoos.  Lacassagne (1880)25, for instance, noted that of the 

378 French criminal soldiers who were detained in Algiers, 29 or about 8% were tattooed from 

head to toe.  Likewise, a particular quote from Lombroso (1896) reflects his early recognition 

that thorough tattooing on the skin of some offenders provides a demonstration of the 

relationship existing between multiple tattoos and criminality.   Lombroso (1896) cites a criminal 

informant whom he labels as an ‘incorrigible thief’ as saying:  

When the tattooing is very curious and spread over the body, it is to us other 

thieves like the black coat of society with decorations; the more we are tattooed, 

the more we esteem one another; the more a person is tattooed, the more influence 

he has over his companions.  On the contrary, one who is not tattooed has no 

influence; he is regarded simply as a good fellow, and is not esteemed by the 

company.  (Lombroso, 1896)       

                                                 
25 Lacassagne’s recognition of fully tattooed inmates is also cited in Fletcher (1882) and Lombroso-Ferrero (1911). 
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The impact that complete tattooing of the inmate body has, particularly in the prison 

environment, continues to be demonstrated in contemporary research, especially in 

ethnographical studies.  For instance, Bronnikov (1993) in modern Russian prisons and DeMello 

(1993) and Phelan and Hunt (1998) in contemporary U.S. prisons indicate that prisoners who are 

thoroughly tattooed tend to be more admired than those with few or no tattoos.  These recent 

ethnographic studies, like Lombroso (1896), suggest that full tattooing of the body has 

consistently been a badge of honor within inmate subcultures.  

As a result of a segment of prison populations—perhaps eight to 10 percent—being 

virtually tattooed from head-to-toe, ascertaining the precise number of tattoos possessed by 

heavily tattooed inmates becomes difficult.  As Gittleson et al. (1969) noted:  

The tattooed group was further analyzed by comparing those who had been 

tattooed on one occasion only with those who had been tattooed on more than one 

occasion.  This method was chosen because the number of occasions was always 

clearly remembered, whilst a total count of tattoos was made difficult by doubt as 

to whether a pattern should be counted as one or as several tattoos. (Gittleson et 

al., 1969) 

Some researchers have resolved this drawback by devising ordinal measures to capture tattoo 

number.  For instance, as the above quote from Gittleson et al. (1969) indicates, researchers 

captured tattoo number by dichotomizing it into whether an individual had one or multiple 

tattoos, while Taylor (1968) divided his tattooed group into those possessing six or fewer tattoos 

versus subjects having seven or more tattoos.    

Alternatively, Goring (1913) devised another measure that essentially converted tattoo 

number into an ordinal measure that ranked the number of tattoos into five distinct categories.  

Those categories included: “no marks, a few trifling marks, some definite symbol or image, more 

than one definite picture, and an elaborate or profuse distribution of marks.”  Although Goring’s 

measure recognizes the intricacy of the various tattoo measures and the dilemma posed by 

heavily tattooed individuals, such a scale conflates several distinct tattoo variables into a 

composite measure that loses much more in parsimony than a ratio measure of tattoo number 

offers.  

Recently, researchers have developed a secondary measure of tattoo number which 

incorporates tattoo number, size, and bodily location into a distinct measure referred to as body 

surface coverage (BSC) in an effort to overcome this limitation posed by heavily tattooed 
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inmates (Lozano et al. (2010); Cardasis et al., 2008).  These researchers suggest two distinct 

ways in which BSC can be measured.  Rozycki (2007) asked her subjects via a survey instrument 

to estimate their BSC.  She then dichotomized her sample into greater and lesser BSC groups.  

Cardasis, et al. (2008), alternatively, measured BSC by directly measuring the height and width 

of each tattoo and computing each subject’s BSC ratio based upon the subjects’ height and 

weight.  Both studies incorporated BSC into statistical models predicting criminal behavior with 

similar results, which indicate that BSC does not achieve statistical significance whereas both 

tattoo number and tattoo visibility were comparatively statistically relevant.  Thus, with this 

limitation in mind, the number of tattoos will be measured here using a ratio scale to preserve the 

conceptual purity and parsimony in measuring the number of tattoos inmates possess. 

Tattoo Visibility   
 

Tattoo and crime researchers also incorporated the visibility of tattoos as a distinct tattoo 

measure.  Tattoo visibility means the tattoo is viewable when ordinary clothing is worn (Parent-

Duchatelet, 1836; Post, 1968; Gittleson et al., 1969; Fox, 1976; DiFrancesco, 1990; Lozano et al. 

(2010); Cardasis et al., 2008).  Thus, the specific location on the body where tattoos are placed is 

a key component for determining tattoo visibility.  Tattoo visibility has undergone considerable 

transformation over the years, from essentially a measure of bodily location, to its current form, 

which still lacks conceptual clarity.  This brief discussion provides a sketch of tattoo visibility as 

previously conceived, some key findings, the transformations it has undergone, its limitations, 

and offers an improved conceptualization of the measure.   

Early researchers soon recognized that patterns existed between the precise skin surface 

areas where tattoos were placed and other characteristics of criminal offenders (Lombroso, 1876; 

Maury, 1878; Lacassagne, 1881).  For instance, Lombroso (1876) examined the bodily location 

of tattoos on the skin of 1,432 male Italian criminals.  He concluded that the most common body 

placement area for tattoos was the arm, particularly the inner part of the forearm, followed by the 

shoulder, and then the chest.  Further, Lacassagne (1881) examined the tattoos possessed by 378 

criminal French soldiers incarcerated in Algeria and provided a frequency distribution of the 

specific area of skin where these men’s 1,333 tattoos were located.  That analysis uncovered the 

following distribution: 

 



131 
 

  Arm(s) Only:   272 (71.9%) 

  Chest:   53 (14%) 

  Abdomen:   5 (1.3%) 

  Thigh:   6 (1.6%) 

  Penis:    11 (2.9%) 

  Face:   2 (0.5%) 

  Entire Body:  29 (7.8%)  

  Total:    378 (100%) 

Finally, Maury (1878), a U.S. physician who treated 22 men who had contracted syphilis 

during the process of being tattooed, noted commonalities in the body location of their tattoos, 

specifically that they were almost exclusively tattooed on the forearm (see also Fletcher, 1882).    

These three early studies generally conclude that male criminal offenders were most frequently 

tattooed on the forearm, but were also tattooed on a wide array of other bodily areas, whereas 

nonoffender males (e.g. soldiers) usually had their tattoos confined solely to the arm.  Other early 

era studies confirmed this pattern of tattoo location (Lombroso, 1896; Ottolenghi, 1899; Goring, 

1913; Bowers, 1914; Ellis, 1915).  Collectively, these studies, along with recent research 

findings, demonstrate that certain tattoo placement spots tend to be the sole domain of specific 

inmate populations.  For instance, the penis for adult male inmates (Lombroso, 1876), the hands 

for juvenile females and jail detainees (Burma, 1965; Taylor, 1968; Fox, 1976), the face for adult 

New Zealand offenders (Taylor, 1970), and the fingers for Russian inmates (Bronnikov, 1993) 

are such body spots where tattooing rarely occurs in nonoffender populations.   

Studies examining the tattoo practices of European prostitutes during the 19th century, 

when compared alongside those examining the bodily location patterns of male criminal tattoos, 

further illustrate the role that bodily location has as a tattoo characteristic.  Those studies reveal a 

common finding that European prostitutes during that era were mostly tattooed on the shoulder 

or breast areas and were almost never tattooed on the hands, arms, face, or neck (Parent-

Duchatelet, 1836; de Albertis, 1888; Lombroso & Ferrero, 1915).  Thus, an important conclusion 

emerging from this research on criminal tattooing was the uncovering of gender differences in 

the placement of tattoos, with males usually opting for public spots on the body versus females 

generally preferring more private bodily locations.  This pattern of sex differences in bodily 

location of tattoo application holds true today, even for noncriminal populations.  For instance, 
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Drews et al. (2000) found that male college students are most likely to be tattooed on the arm, 

whereas female college students are more likely to be tattooed on the back.  

The characteristics of female criminal tattoos were relatively unexplored prior to Fox 

(1976).  That study provided a rare examination of criminal tattoos for two divergent populations 

of adult female inmates, including women incarcerated in a New York City women’s jail and an 

upper New York state women’s prison.  That comparison across type of institutional setting 

reveals that female jail detainees were most frequently tattooed on the upper arm, while female 

prison inmates were more likely to be tattooed on the hands.  Thus, women jail detainees reflect 

a bodily location pattern for tattooing similar to that of European prostitutes during the 19th 

century era in that their most common spot for tattoo application was the shoulder and thus 

distinguishable from men who commonly apply tattoos to the arm.  However, for female prison 

inmates, the preferred spot for tattoo application becomes more like that of male inmates.  Thus, 

an important shift in the visibility of tattoos for female criminal offenders corresponds to the type 

of institution in which they are incarcerated.  This pattern of a greater frequency of tattoos on the 

hands was also noted for adolescent female offenders confined in juvenile correctional facilities 

(Burma, 1965; Taylor, 1968).   

The tattoo and crime literature provides two additional findings relevant to bodily 

location of tattoos possessed by offender populations.  First, incarcerated youth most commonly 

placed tattoos between the left thumb and forefinger (Burma, 1965; Taylor, 1968).  Second, 

bodily location was the only tattooing factor (including presence, number, type, and content) that 

was significantly linked to a social deviance scale.  Specifically, inmates with tattoos on body 

parts other than the arm had significantly higher social deviancy scores than inmates with tattoos 

solely on the arm (Rouanzoin, 1981).  

Virtually every study employing a measure of tattoo body location has collapsed the 

array of conceivable body areas for tattooing into conceptually meaningless categories.  As a 

result, a comparison across studies is cumbersome.  For example, DiFrancesco (1990) collapsed 

body location into the following categories: 1) arms and hands, 2) chest, 3) back, neck, and head, 

4) waste, legs, and feet.  Similarly, Fox (1976) collapsed categories of body location into: 1) 

upper arm, 2) lower arm, 3) upper leg, 4) lower leg, feet, and other.  An exception was Cardasis 

et al. (2008) who maintained a conceptual integrity of bodily location by providing a fairly 

comprehensive list of categories inclusive of most body parts that included the forearm, upper 

arm, chest, leg/foot, back, head/neck, genitals, and hands.   
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Ideally then, bodily location should include the following fairly unabridged categories: 

feet, lower leg, upper leg, chest, abdomen, back, buttocks, genitals, shoulder, upper arm, lower 

arm, hands, neck, face, and head.  Then the categories of the bodily location factor can be 

collapsed into conceptually meaningful groupings based upon Fox’s (1976) notion of tattoo 

visibility as reflected in the following statement: 

Since the location of tattoos is a major factor in determining visibility, our 

analyses may measure the relationship between degree of visibility of tattoos and 

the demographic variables.  To accomplish these analyses the data were 

reorganized into one variable reflecting visibility.  That is, tattoos on locations 

normally visible to the general public (e.g. face, hands, arms, lower legs) were 

grouped as ‘public’ tattoos and tattoos on locations of the body generally visible 

only to special audiences (e.g. breast, back, abdomen, upper legs) were considered 

‘private’ tattoos.  (Fox, 1976)   

Based on this suggestion for determining tattoo visibility, the definition used by others 

that a visible tattoo is one placed on a skin surface that is viewable by others when ordinary 

clothing is worn, and ethnographic studies of prisoner tattoos (Bronnikov, 1993; DeMello, 1993; 

Jacobs, 1993; Phelan & Hunt, 1998; and Jacobs & Wright, 1999), it is fair to conclude that 

highly visible tattoos at least include those located on the face, head, neck, and hands.  Obviously 

climate conditions and personal preference for clothing style are important conditions for 

determining which body parts are concealed when ordinary clothing is worn (e.g. short-sleeved 

versus long-sleeved shirts, long pants versus shorts/skirts, shoes versus sandals).  Further, it 

would be fairly uncontentious to suggest that concealed tattoos are those found on the feet, lower 

leg, upper leg, chest, abdomen, back, buttocks, genitals, shoulder, and upper arm.  However, the 

forearm is the only body area that poses serious ambiguity when considering the use of such a 

dichotomous tattoo visibility measure.  As DiFrancesco (1990) notes: 

Faces and hands are excellent display locations for ‘message tattoos,’ since these 

are almost always uncovered.  Some have tattoos there for that specific reason.  

By the same token, completely exposed locations can be both an asset and a 

liability.  The former, when one wishes to send a message, and the latter, if one 

later tries to hide that same message.  Hands and the lower areas (and the much 

less popular necks and faces), prove the most difficult to cover up if the bearer has 

second thoughts about controlling their exposure.  Hands are popular for gang 
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‘membership cards’… .  It is understandable that the arms are the ideal location to 

place tattoos when one both simultaneously wishes to either exhibit or restrict 

their observation, for sleeves are easily rolled up or down.  (DiFrancesco, 1990) 

Therefore, an ideal measure of tattoo visibility would be to add a third category to capture those 

tattoos located on the forearm.  

A recent news story concerning tattoo visibility provides a fitting example of the impact 

that tattoo visibility has on criminal outcomes (Miller, 2009; Linton-Smith, 2009).  The murder 

trial for defendant John Allen Ditullio is scheduled to commence on December 6 2010 in New 

Port Richey, Florida (Leskanic, 2010).  Ditullio is a member of a neo-Nazi gang, and as the 

photographs in the news articles reflect, he has numerous tattoos indicative of that gang 

affiliation clearly visible on his face and neck.  For instance, a tattoo in the design of a large 

swastika is clearly visible on his neck and another in the form of a strand of barbed wire runs 

from high on his forehead, down the right side of his face, over his right eye, and ends in the 

middle part of his right cheek.  Ditullio’s attorney petitioned the trial judge to allow a 

cosmetologist to cover up the facial and neck tattoos with makeup so that Ditullio’s visible 

tattoos would not prejudice the jury.  The judge granted the motion, and the cosmetologist will 

be allowed to conceal the tattoos with makeup.  A photograph of Ditullio with the makeup 

applied demonstrates the effectiveness of the cosmetology efforts in that the visibility of his 

facial and neck tattoos are virtually obliterated. 
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APPENDIX C 

TATTOOS AND CRIMINAL OUTCOMES 

 
The tattoo and crime literature identifies three distinct tattoo measures—tattoo presence, 

tattoo number, and tattoo visibility—that appear to provide the best opportunity for predicting 

prisoner recidivism, if such a link exists.  That literature also provides guidance for measuring 

each of those tattoo variables.  Attention now shifts to discussing key empirical findings from 

that literature in an effort to discern the nature of relationships that exist between these tattoo 

factors and other inmate characteristics, including individual demographics, before prison 

experiences, and during prison conditions.   

 
Tattoo Presence  
 

Inmate age.  A consistent finding is that inmates—both male and female—who possess 

at least one tattoo are significantly younger than are nontattooed inmates (Berte, 1892; 

Lombroso, 1896; Ottolenghi, 1899; Goring, 1913; Taylor, 1970; Britt et al., 1972; Fox, 1976; 

Rozycki,  2007; Cardasis et al., 2008).  This pattern of greater tattoo presence for younger 

inmates is echoed for other confined populations, including British and American committed 

psychiatric patients (Edgerton & Dingman, 1963; Gittleson et al., 1969; McKerracher & Watson, 

1969).  Further, it was found that adult male inmates possessing at least one tattoo were 

significantly younger at first arrest than were nontattooed inmates (Rouanzoin, 1981). However, 

there were three studies that found no age differences in tattoo prevalence within varying 

confined populations, including a U.S. mental institution (Pollack & McKenna, 1945), a New 

Zealand girls’ reform school (Taylor, 1968), or an adult male state prison in Utah (Howell et al., 

1971).  This fairly consistent finding—that younger prisoners tend to possess at least one tattoo 

significantly more so than older prisoners—is congruous with the recidivism literature that 

younger inmates are more likely to recidivate than are older inmates.   

Inmate Gender.  This literature review did not encounter any attempts to directly 

compare differences in the presence of tattoos across gender categories within the same sample.  

This is undoubtedly due to the fact that male and female inmate populations are universally 

segregated.  There has been and will continue to be comparisons made between male and female 

inmates in this literature review although those comparisons are invariably across samples.  
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Therefore, those findings will not be repeated here.  There is a need to acquire data sources that 

include both male and female inmates and their corresponding tattoo characteristics.  This could 

be achieved by examining the aggregate institutional records across institutions within a given 

jurisdiction rather than relying solely on data from within specific institutions.   

Inmate Race.  It was found that there are racial differences between white and black 

inmates as to the presence of at least one tattoo.  However, this racial distinction appears to be 

contingent on gender and the nature of the offense for which the inmate is incarcerated.  Black 

female inmates possess at least one tattoo significantly more frequently than white female 

inmates (Edgerton & Dingman, 1963; Fox, 1976), while white male inmates have at least one 

tattoo significantly more frequently than black male inmates (Haines & Huffman, 1958; 

Hamburger, 1966; Britt et al., 1972).  Further, it was found that this racial difference between 

black and white male inmates was not conclusive.  For example, there was no significant 

difference between black and white inmates for tattoo presence in samples taken from a Utah 

state prison and a forensic facility in Michigan (Howell et al., 1971; Cardasis et al., 2008).  

However, studies sampling prisons in Kentucky, Illinois, and North Carolina demonstrate that 

white male inmates possess at least one tattoo significantly more frequently than black prisoners 

(Hamburger, 1966; Haines & Huffman, 1958; and Britt et al., 1972, respectively).   

A deeper examination of this relationship reveals that a racial difference for male 

prisoners possessing tattoos is likely contingent on offense type (Haines & Huffman, 1958; Britt 

et al., 1972).  Haines and Huffman (1958) found—from a sample of male inmates in Joliet 

Prison—that white inmates who were incarcerated for property offenses possessed at least one 

tattoo significantly more frequently than did white inmates imprisoned for committing personal 

crimes.  This offense type distinction did not apply to black inmates.  However, Britt et al. 

(1972) obtained partially contradictory findings.  That study of North Carolina male inmates 

found that white inmates imprisoned for perpetrating personal crimes possessed at least one 

tattoo significantly more frequently than did white inmates incarcerated for committing property 

offenses.  Like the Haines and Huffman (1958) study, Britt et al. (1972) also found that there was 

no difference in tattoo presence for black inmates who were in prison as a result of committing 

personal versus property offenses.   

Inmate Ethnicity.  Determining whether ethnicity differences exist between Hispanic 

and non-Hispanic inmates possessing at least one tattoo has been relatively underexplored in 

prior tattoo-crime studies.  Hispanic male inmates and psychiatric patients were found to more 
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frequently possess at least one tattoo than were non-Hispanic inmates and psychiatric patients 

(Edgerton & Dingman, 1963; Lozano et al. (2010)).  This same pattern also was found for 

confined Hispanic female mental patients who also possessed at least one tattoo significantly 

more than non-Hispanic female mental patients (Edgerton & Dingman, 1963).  However, two 

studies found no significant differences between male Hispanic versus non-Hispanic inmates for 

tattoo presence (Hamburger, 1966; Howell et al., 1971).        

Inmate Educational level.  These findings, taken together, suggest that there are 

differences in the level of education for inmates possessing at least one tattoo versus inmates 

who are not tattooed, and that these findings are congruent with the recidivism literature that less 

educated inmates are more likely to recidivate than are inmates with more education.  An 

interesting early finding that challenged the conventional wisdom of the time was offered by 

Lacassagne (1881) when he discovered, from his sample of tattooed French soldier offenders 

incarcerated in Algiers, that inmates possessing at least one tattoo were not confined to the 

illiterate class.  Eighty percent of the sample could read and write.  However, later studies 

relying on ordinal or ratio scales to measure level educational achievement find that inmates 

possessing less education have at least one tattoo more often than do inmates with more 

education.      

The evidence indicates that inmates with at least one tattoo are significantly less educated 

than are nontattooed inmates (Howell et al., 1971; Lozano et al. (2010)).  This finding was 

echoed in studies examining the tattoos of confined psychiatric patients (Ceniceros, 1998; 

Pollack & McKenna, 1945).  This finding that confined mental patients possessing at least one 

tattoo are significantly less educated appears to be amplified for female patients.  However, this 

finding of an educational level-tattoo presence differential is not unanimous.  Two studies found 

no differences in the presence of tattoos across levels of education (Yamamoto et al., 1963; 

Cardasis et al., 2008).  One study found that white inmates with at least one tattoo had 

significantly higher levels of education (Britt et al., 1972).  There appears to be an empirical 

trend indicating that inmates possessing tattoos are significantly less educated than are 

nontattooed prisoners, but this finding is not unquestioned.  We now turn to a brief discussion of 

IQ and inmate tattooing in an effort to illuminate the possibility that the relationship between 

presence of tattoos by inmates and educational level may not be completely linear, and thus that 

deviations from this general finding may be partly due to the composition of the inmate sample.  
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IQ is the ostensible measurement of mental capacity that subsumes a stable, unitary 

construct reflecting the inherent mental age of the individual (Binet, 1903; Terman, 1916; 

Thurstone, 1926; Herrnstein & Murray, 1994).  A non-recursive link has been established 

between IQ scores and levels of educational achievement (Lorge, 1945; Herrnstein & Murray, 

1994; Winship & Korenman, 1997).  Several tattoo-crime studies examined IQ differences for 

inmates possessing tattoos versus those who were not tattooed.  Overall, these studies indicate 

that inmates possessing at least one tattoo score significantly lower on IQ scales than do inmates 

who are not tattooed (Goring, 1913; Taylor, 1970; Howell et al., 1971; Rouanzoin, 1981; 

Ceniceros, 1998).  However, other studies reflect an opposite finding: that inmates possessing at 

least one tattoo score significantly higher on IQ scales than do the nontattooed (Edgerton & 

Dingman, 1963; McKerracher & Watson, 1969; Britt et al., 1972).  The Edgerton and Dingman 

(1963) study is most illuminating as to how sample composition affects the findings of an IQ-

tattoo presence association and thus an educational level-tattoo presence connection.  That study 

involved sampling of patients with varying degrees of mental retardation at a psychiatric 

institution.  Essentially, patients who are too severely retarded lack the capacity for 

understanding the reasons for being tattooed and are thus rarely tattooed, while those with milder 

degrees of cognitive impairment are capable of understanding the rationale behind being tattooed 

and are therefore more frequently tattooed.  Therefore, in examining inmate tattoo studies that 

control for IQ, it is important to note whether the sample used reflects a special institutionalized 

composition as in the Edgerton and Dingman (1963) study.                       

Three findings indicate that the negative relationship between educational level and tattoo 

presence translates into differences in criminal outcomes.  First, confined psychiatric patients 

with at least one tattoo were significantly less educated than were nontattooed patients, and less- 

educated patients had significantly more prior criminal convictions than did psychiatric patients 

with higher levels of education (Pollack & McKenna, 1945).  Second, inmates with at least one 

tattoo were significantly less educated than were nontattooed inmates, and less-educated inmates 

had more prior convictions than did more highly educated inmates (Lozano et al. (2010)).  Third, 

inmates having at least one tattoo were significantly less educated than were nontattooed 

inmates, and less-educated inmates scored significantly higher on a recidivism risk scale than did 

more highly educated inmates (Lozano et al. (2010)).    

Offense type.  The tattoo-crime literature identifies three overall patterns of findings that 

show a connection between tattooed inmates and the nature of the offense for which the inmates 
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were incarcerated.  The first finding was that inmates with at least one tattoo are incarcerated for 

more serious offenses than nontattooed inmates.  This idea was examined in only one study (Britt 

et al., 1972).  That study found that inmates incarcerated for felony offenses possess at least one 

tattoo significantly more so than inmates incarcerated for misdemeanors.     

A further finding identified in the tattoo-crime literature shows inmates with at least one 

tattoo are frequently incarcerated for particular felonies, specifically burglary and larceny 

(Lombroso-Ferrero, 1911; McKerracher & Watson, 1969).  Conversely, inmates incarcerated for 

murder tend to be nontattooed significantly more so than inmates committing other offenses 

(McKerracher & Watson, 1969; Howell et al., 1971).     

Research has compared the incidence of tattoos for inmates incarcerated for property 

crimes relative to violent (or personal) offenses.  These studies find that both male and female 

inmates imprisoned for property offenses had at least one tattoo significantly more frequently 

than did inmates incarcerated for violent offenses (Goring, 1913; Haines & Huffman, 1958; Fox, 

1976).  The percentage breakdown across major crime categories for two of the studies illustrates 

a property offense-greater tattoo presence link.  Goring (1913), in his examination of male 

inmates from the United Kingdom, found the following distribution of inmates tattooed: burglary 

and theft 55%, violent offenses 48%, sex offenses 31%, and forgery and fraud 23%.  Haines and 

Huffman (1958), sampling  male inmates from Joliet Prison in Illinois, acquired findings similar 

to Goring: larceny 48%, breach of trust 40%, robbery 36%, murder 21%, and sex crimes 14%.  

These findings are congruent with the consistent recidivism finding that property offenders are 

significantly more likely to recidivate than violent offenders. 

Other studies addressing the link between inmate tattoos and offense type achieved 

results contradicting those presented above.  It was reported in two other studies that inmates 

incarcerated for violent crimes had at least one tattoo significantly more so than did inmates who 

had perpetrated property crimes (Britt et al., 1972; Newman, 1982).  However, an important 

caveat helps to illuminate the discrepancy in these findings and suggests that tattooing and 

offense type may be more nuanced.  Both of these studies obtain a violent crimes-greater inmate 

tattoo presence only for white inmates.  The Newman (1982) study sampled only white inmates 

whereas Britt et al. (1972) found no difference in tattoo possession between inmates incarcerated 

for property versus violent crimes until that relationship was reexamined separately for black and 

white inmates.  There was no difference in tattooing prevalence across offense type for black 
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inmates.  However, white inmates incarcerated for violent offenses possessed at least one tattoo 

significantly more so than did white inmates incarcerated for property offenses.     

Number of prior felony convictions.  The two primary findings generated from this 

literature review are congruent with the consistent finding from the recidivism literature that 

inmates with more prior felony convictions are more likely to recidivate than are inmates with 

fewer prior convictions.  The first finding is that both male and female inmates possessing at 

least one tattoo had significantly more prior adult convictions than nontattooed inmates 

(Rouanzoin, 1981; Taylor, 1970).  Likewise, it was found that inmates possessing at least one 

tattoo had significantly more former convictions as juveniles than did nontattooed inmates 

(Howell et al., 1971; Roe et al., 1974).  This pattern of a positive relationship between tattoo 

possession and number of prior convictions was echoed in populations other than prisoners.  

Mental patients confined in psychiatric hospitals in the United States who possess at least one 

tattoo have significantly more prior criminal convictions than do mental patients without tattoos 

(Pollack & McKerracher, 1945; Yamamoto et al., 1963).  Also, this tattoo possession-former 

conviction relationship was found to exist in a British working-class delinquent-youth cohort 

(Farrington, 1991).  However, the evidence is not unanimous.  Studies sampling adult male 

inmates from a state prison in Utah (Howell et al., 1971) and confined psychiatric patients in 

England (Gittleson et al., 1969) found no relationship between the number of prior convictions 

and the presence of tattoos.    

Number of prior incarcerations.  The finding that inmates who possess at least one 

tattoo have more prior incarcerations is also congruent with findings from the recidivism 

literature that inmates with more former incarcerations are more likely to recidivate.  The 

evidence generated from the tattooing and crime literature about the link between inmates 

possessing tattoos and having more prior incarcerations is so convincing in the literature that 

scholars have aptly referred to inmate tattoos as “the mark of prison on their bodies” (Fox, 1976).  

This tattoo-imprisonment link is robust over time and locale.  For instance, it was observed that 

19th century prostitutes who possessed at least one tattoo almost certainly had been in prison as 

compared to nontattooed prostitutes (Ellis, 1915; Lombroso & Ferrero, 1915).  Also, early 

criminal tattoo researchers concluded that the presence of at least one tattoo on the skin of 

inmates was a strong signifier of prior prison experience (Lombroso, 1876; Lombroso-Ferrero, 

1911).  Based on the compilation of years of research on inmate tattooing, Lombroso (1896) 

concluded that 80% of all inmates are tattooed in prison settings.  This strong connection 
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between the tattooing of inmates and the number of prior incarcerations continues to be 

reproduced in more modern studies.  The overall conclusion reached from an examination of this 

literature is that male and female inmates possessing at least one tattoo have been previously 

incarcerated significantly more so than inmates without tattoos (Taylor, 1970; Moran, 1974; Fox, 

1976).  This link between tattoo presence and the greater incidence of former convictions was 

also found to exist for psychiatric inpatients (Raspa & Cusack, 1990).     

Number of prior supervision violations.  The general recidivism literature has rarely 

examined the impact that number of prior supervision violations has upon offender recidivism.  

Only two studies were found that examined this relationship.  Those studies provide the 

conclusion that offenders with more past supervisory violations are more likely to recidivate than 

are offenders with fewer former supervisory violations (Chiricos et al., 2007; Visher et al., 

1991). 

The tattooing and crime literature has virtually ignored an examination of whether a 

connection exists between inmate tattooing and the number of prior supervision violations.  Only 

one study was located that addressed this link (Howell et al., 1971).  That study found that 

inmates possessing at least one tattoo had significantly more parole violations than did 

nontattooed inmates (Howell et al., 1971).  This finding is congruous with the general recidivism 

literature finding that inmates with more prior supervision violations have an increased 

likelihood of recidivism.   

Institutional security level.  As previously discussed, the general recidivism literature 

has devoted little effort in determining whether a link exists between the institutional security 

level in which inmates are assigned while incarcerated and recidivism outcomes after release.  

There were two studies that examined the relationship between inmate security level and the 

presence of tattoos, each providing contradictory findings (Howell et al., 1971; Bronnikov, 

1993).  There were no differences reported for inmates possessing one or more tattoos compared 

to those without tattoos across institutional security levels in a Utah prison (Howell et al., 1971).  

However, Russian inmates do demonstrate differential tattoo possession rates across institutional 

security levels (Bronnikov, 1993).  For instance, it was reported that 67% of inmates confined in 

minimum security institutions possessed one or more tattoos, while medium security facilities 

reflected an 80% tattoo prevalence rate, and maximum security level prisons had 97% of the 

inmates with at least one tattoo.         
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 Post-release supervision.  The recidivism literature has neglected to consistently 

include this variable into recidivism studies.  The findings that do exist typically demonstrate 

that offenders required to be supervised are less likely to recidivate than are offenders whose 

supervision is not mandated (Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Chiricos et al., 2007).  There were no 

studies located in the criminal tattooing literature that examined differences in tattooing and 

whether inmates would be required to complete a term of post-release supervision as a condition 

of release.   

Number of months of imprisonment served.  The recidivism literature previously 

mentioned produces inconsistent findings as to the number of months inmates serve in prison and 

subsequent recidivism outcomes.  This review of the tattooing and crime literature identified 

only one study addressing whether inmates having tattoos serve a differential amount of prison 

time than do nontattooed inmates (Lozano et al. (2010)).  That study found that there was no 

significant correlation between the presence of tattoos on an inmate and the amount of prison 

time served.           

Number of disciplinary infractions.  The recidivism literature offers few studies 

examining the connection between the number of disciplinary infractions incurred by inmates 

while incarcerated and post-release recidivism (Bales & Mears, 2008).  The tattoo-crime 

literature also provides few studies examining whether inmates with tattoos incur more 

disciplinary infractions while in prison (Howell et al., 1971; Manuel & Retzlaff, 2002).  These 

studies indicate that inmates possessing at least one tattoo had significantly more prison write-

ups than did nontattooed inmates (Howell et al., 1971).  Interestingly, just less than five percent 

of a Colorado inmate population was caught violating tattooing rules (Manuel & Retzlaff, 2002). 

Tattoo Visibility 

There are a limited number of findings pertaining to the visibility of inmate tattoos and 

other inmate characteristics, including individual demographics, before prison experiences, and 

during prison conditions.  It was found that adult male prisoners possessing at least one visible 

tattoo are significantly younger than inmates possessing tattoos concealable when ordinary 

clothing is worn (Lozano et al. (2010)).  Further, Hispanic male inmates have been found to 

possess more visible tattoos than non-Hispanic male inmates, although this ethnicity differential 

does not translate into ethnicity differences on a recidivism risk scale (Lozano et al. (2010)).  

Additionally, inmates with at least one visible tattoo served significantly shorter prison sentences 

than inmates possessing concealed tattoos (Lozano et al. (2010)).  Finally, it was found that 
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inmates possessing at least one visible tattoo are significantly less educated than inmates having 

concealed tattoos. 

 
Tattoo Number   
 

Pioneers examining the tattoo-criminality link recognized early on that the number of 

tattoos an individual possesses is perhaps a more crucial indicator of criminality than tattoo 

presence alone.  After approximately 45 years of criminological research, Lombroso concludes: 

“From the very beginning I was struck by a characteristic that distinguished the honest soldier 

from his vicious comrade: the extent to which the latter was tattooed and the indecency of the 

designs that covered his body” (Lombroso-Ferrero, 1911).   

Lacassagne, a French contemporary of Lombroso who also devoted considerable research 

effort to studying criminal tattooing, also noted the important role the number of tattoos had for 

criminal outcomes.  Lacassagne (1880) concluded: “The large number of tattoos are the measure 

of the tattooed man’s criminality, or at least the number of his convictions” (also cited in Caplan, 

2000 and Caplan, 2006).  Other early era researchers across Western Europe who were also 

involved in examining criminal tattooing echoed similar conclusions, further suggesting that the 

number of tattoos offenders possess is indicative of the extent and dangerousness of their past 

criminal involvement.  Specifically, these early researchers acknowledged that heavily tattooed 

inmates are more likely to have had more prior incarcerations and are likely to be the most 

dangerous offenders in terms of the nature of their crimes than those with a single tattoo 

(Kurella, 1893; Leppmann, 1894; Mayrac, 1900).   

The conclusions reached by early era researchers linking the multi-tattooing of criminal 

offenders to more extensive and violent criminal involvement has been echoed in more recent 

studies, primarily in the United States, and by researchers with psychological academic 

backgrounds (e.g. Lander & Kohn, 1943; Gittleson et al., 1969 Taylor, 1970; DiFrancesco, 

1990).  This line of inquiry reveals that heavily tattooed offenders are much more apt to engage 

in various forms of crime, such as property offenses and non-child sexual offenses (McKerracher 

& Watson, 1969), and exhibit institutional violence or escapes (Taylor, 1968; Taylor, 1970; and 

Ceniceros, 1998).  Further, those with numerous tattoos are much more likely to have had prior 

institutionalizations as juveniles (Taylor, 1968; Fox, 1976), previous adult arrests and 

convictions (Gittleson et al., 1969; Measey, 1972; Fox, 1976), and military disciplinary 

infractions (Ellis, 1915; Lander & Kohn, 1943; Yamamoto et al., 1963).  Additional findings 
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relating to the number of tattoos indicate that both male and female inmates with more tattoos are 

significantly younger (Britt et al., 1972; Fox, 1976), Hispanic (Edgerton & Dingman, 1963; Fox, 

1976), and have significantly more prior convictions (Lacassagne, 1880; Gittleson et al., 1969; 

McKerracher & Watson, 1969; Measey, 1972) and incarcerations (Lombroso, 1876; Haines & 

Huffman, 1958; Bronnikov, 1993).   

In addition to these links between tattoo number and criminal behavior, two important 

concerns were addressed in previous studies.  The first issue raised by researchers was 

determining the specific threshold number of tattoos required to distinguish the heavily tattooed 

from the lightly tattooed—a significant criminological indicator.  Lombroso (1896), for instance, 

referred to the importance of the “multiplicity” of tattoos as a valuable indicator of criminality.  

However, with Lombroso, as with much of the tattoo-crime research that followed, the reader is 

rarely provided insight as to the specific number of tattoos that offenders must possess in order to 

be signified as heavily tattooed and thus more prone to criminality.  A few exceptions exist in the 

tattoo-crime literature in which researchers actually specify the number of tattoos required to 

encompass a heavily tattooed group.  For instance, amongst a sample of institutionalized juvenile 

girls in New Zealand, Taylor (1968) breaks the sample into seven or more tattoos as the heavily 

tattooed group, while Fox (1976) designates four or more tattoos as heavily tattooed in his study 

of American adult female inmates.  Similarly, McKerracher and Watson (1969) identify the 

presence of six or more tattoos as being highly linked to the perpetration of certain property and 

violent offenses by male psychiatric patients in the United States.       

The second point illuminated by researchers is the depiction of how heavily tattooed 

inmate populations tend to be.  There are a handful of studies that paint a picture of the extent of 

tattooing exhibited by adult prisoners.  For adult male inmates, approximately 58% have more 

than one tattoo (Haines & Huffman, 1958; Hamburger & Lacovara, 1963; Britt et al., 1972); and 

about 31% of inmates have 10 or more tattoos (Measey, 1972; DiFrancesco, 1990), with an 

average of eight tattoos per inmate (McKerracher & Watson, 1969; Moran, 1974).  For adult 

female inmates, about 37% would be considered heavily tattooed (Fox, 1976) with an average of 

about five tattoos per inmate (Taylor, 1970).  Thus, adult prisoners tend to be heavily tattooed. 
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