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Abstract

Japanese tattoo culture is a subject that has been introduced to the U. S. via various forms of media over the years. The purpose of this paper is
to share research on the various aspects of Japanese tattoo culture in the U. S. and our survey results in New York City. There are some Japanese
people who get tattoos as a form of self-expression. This could be due to western influence. Tattoos are more accepted in some western societies
and many celebrities often have some type of tattoo. This paper will focus on Japanese history, the portrayal of tattoos in Japanese media, and
survey results from different generations of Japanese citizens. Moreover, this paper is written for learners of Japanese culture in English on the

left side of each page and in Japanese on the right side of each page.
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1. Introduction

When foreigners think of Japan often times they think of major
cities such as Tokyo, food staples such as ramen, or anime and
manga which is a great part of pop culture. However, if tattoos and
Japan were mentioned in the same sentence, the first thing that
comes to mind is the stigma of tattoos in Japanese culture.
However, if Japanese people are asked about tattoos, they will
often refer to tattoos as a stigma as well. Unlike most countries that
have a positive view of tattoo culture, there is a stigma around
tattoos in Japan.

There are some Japanese people who get tattoos as a form of
self-expression. This could be due to western influence. Tattoos are
more accepted in some western societies and many celebrities have
some type of tattoo. In addition, with the increasing amount of
foreigners traveling to Japan, many Japanese are exposed to these
individuals with tattoos and a different perspective. Therefore,
despite being difficult, there is a possibility for the erasure of this
stigma surrounding tattoos with the future generation of Japanese
people. To verify this assumption, this paper will focus on Japanese
history, the portrayal of tattoos in Japanese media, and survey
results from different generations of Japanese citizens.
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2. Survey in New York City

To acquire a better understanding of the extent this stigma exists
in Japanese society, we conducted a survey on tattoos and
distributed it to people of Japanese descent in New York City as
well as Japanese folks living in Japan and received twenty-seven
responses in total (25 in New York City and 2 in Japan) via email.
According to the survey, only one of the survey takers had a tattoo
and it is important to note that they are currently living in New
York City where tattoos are accepted. The survey takers were of
different occupations between the ages of eighteen and forty, and
residing in either New York or Japan. One of the questions the
participants were asked was the reason they don’t have any tattoos.
Their responses highlighted three main concerns, the first being the
process of securing a job would become increasingly difficult in
Japan. This is because employers are reluctant to hire individuals
with tattoos. Japanese hot springs, “Onsen” were the second factor.
Tattooed individuals are prohibited from entering communal
establishments such as Onsen. Japanese mobsters were also
mentioned in the responses and contributed to the third reason
participants were reluctant to get a tattoo. Since these mobsters
have large and distinct tattoos, regular citizens associate criminals
with tattoos and disapprove of them.

3. Symbolism behind Tattoos & History

In a country like Japan where uniformity is respected, the act of
getting these tattoos subverts that norm. Nihon Shoki pointed out
the fact that criminals often received punitive tattoos in early
Japanese history.*

Although there is a negative image surrounding tattoos in
modern Japanese society, the symbolic meanings behind tattoos
were significantly different in early Japan history. As Yamamoto
Yoshimi points out in English, “(the) earliest accounts of Japan’s
mythic origins, the Kojiki (Record of Ancient Matters; 712) and the
Nihon shoki (Chronicle of Japan; 720), mention tattooing as a
custom or punishment practiced in outlying regions.”?

The Ainu tribe, an indigenous group mainly located in Hokkaido
Japan, was one of the groups that actively practiced tattooing. For
this group, women tattooed the area around their mouth to
symbolize their coming of age and transition into adulthood. They
also tattooed their hands and backs for beauty purposes as well and
these tattoos symbolized beauty.

1 Ankirskiy, A. Perception of Tattoos: Now and Then, p. 9. (2014).
https://skemman.is/bitstream/1946/17199/1/perception-of-tattoos-n
ow-and-then.pdf

2 Yamamoto, Y. "lrezumi": The Japanese Tattoo Unveiled. (2018,
March 28).

https://www.nippon.com/en/views/b06701/
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The Ainu tribe weren’t the only group that carried on this
practice. Residents of the Ryukyu islands located in southern Japan
used tattooing in their cultural customs as well. Their tattoos were
referred to as Hajichi which was often found from the fingertips of
the hands to the torso. These tattoos symbolized a woman's status
in society and could be used to determine whether they were
married or not. Furthermore, the shapes and sizes of the tattoos
varied on each island and it was believed that there were religious
beliefs attached to the tattoos as well. “In some locales it was
believed that a woman without proper hachiji would suffer in the
afterlife.” ®

Tattoo culture didn’t stop here, it progressed into the later eras as
well and was widely accepted amongst many people. The Edo
period or Tokugawa was a great example of this. During this time
period, the country was subjected to “Sakoku” which means
chained country and was closed off to the rest of the world.
Although Japan fell behind the rest of the world in technology, the
countries culture cultivated and tattoo culture flourished. The
samurai was one of the classes that used tattoos during this time
period. They often tattooed the crest of their clan on their upper
arms as a method of identification to ensure the return of their
bodies to their families if they were to be defeated in war.®

Furthermore, tattooing was also prevalent amongst individuals in
everyday society. Public service workers such as “Tobi”, the
craftsmen of the time and the “Hikyaku”, who delivered mail and
packages had them also. The Tobi, in particular, also served as
firemen, “Hikeshi”, and were the first to wear full body tattoos.
The tattoos served as a symbol of protection when they dealt with
fires or crisis. This is because the residences were prone to fire
since they were constructed from wood, bamboo, and paper and
stood close together. The tattoos that resided on the backs of the
Tobi were often dragons or water creatures which they believed
would protect them from the flames. “Although tattooing was
prohibited at the time, by the end of the Edo period there was
estimated to be around ten thousand tattooed fire fighters.””

The impact these public service workers had on the public’s
opinion of tattoos was tremendous. Tattooed individuals were
viewed in a positive manner and tattooed heroes appeared in
traditional Japanese art forms such as “Ukiyo-e”. “Tattoos were
also closely linked to real and fictional underworld figures,
including the so-called kydkaku, sometimes translated as

“chivalrous commoners” or “street knights.”

Yamamoto, supra note 2.
Ankirskiy, supra note 1, p. 13.
Ankirskiy, supra note 1, p. 14.
Yamamoto, supra note 2.
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These heroes had large distinct tattoos and protected the weak
from corruption. This portrayal increased the appeal of tattoos
among the public and resulted in a higher demand for “Horishi”,
tattoo artists. This tattoo culture that existed in early Japan was
prevalent among many classes of people. It is also evident that
Influence contributed to the reason this form of self-expression was
so widely accepted in society. Regardless of whether individuals
were of a lower social status or a very high status, the tattoos these
individuals received were significant and held different symbolic
meanings ranging from religious and spiritual beliefs to a symbol
of devotion. Ironically, influential factors led Japan to cease this
practice.

During the “Meiji Restoration” Period, Sakoku ceased and Japan
reopened its doors to the rest of the world. However, due to the
westerner's negative view on tattoos, the government banned
tattooing. This ban was implemented in 1872 in order to ensure
Japan was no regarded as a barbaric or backwards nation.

This ban on tattooing lasted over seventy years and during this
time, Japan was impacted significantly because it reformed to
western standards. The Ainu tribe and the Ryukyuan’s were
subjected to these new standards on Japan’s mainland and were
forced to conform as well and could no longer practice their
cultural customs.

The Horishi were also affected. However, they did not stop
tattooing individuals. They disguised their businesses and
continued to accept clients. Ironically enough, due to their skills,
they were sought after by western customers. “A very good
example is the fact that both Prince George, later King George V of
England, and Tsarevich Nicholas, later Nicholas Il of Russia, got
tattooed during their visits to Japan in the 1890s”.14

Japanese tattoos were also popular among western sailors who
found the experience exotic. Due to the high demand, many
Horishi went abroad for their business and administered tattoos to
their foreign clients. “In 1899, a well-known tattoo artist by the
name of Horitoyo Yoshisuke told a reporter for the New York
Herald how he had journeyed to many of the world’s capitals and
tattooed European royalty.”*®

It wasn’t till 1948 when the tattoo ban was lifted and tattoos
were decriminalized.

¥ Ankirskiy, supra note 1, p. 16.
1 Ankirskiy, supra note 1, p. 16.
5 Yamamoto, supra note 2.
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4. Portrayal in Japanese Media

Although tattoos are not banned currently, many survey
participants expressed they wouldn’t have the courage to get a
tattoo since the negative aspects outweighed the positive. In
addition, the portrayal of tattoos is another factor that contributes to
this perspective. In Japanese establishments such as Onsen, people
with tattoos are prohibited and there are signs that emphasize this
rule. Since individuals are exposed to this at a young age and
everyone follows these societal rules, they become aware of the
negative repercussions of having a tattoo. If they got a tattoo, they
would have to sacrifice the luxuries of enjoying Japanese hot
springs.

In addition, due to the conservative nature of Japan, companies
would be opposed to the idea of hiring a candidate with a tattoo.
This reason partially stems from the fact that Japanese individual is
aware of the implications of having a tattoo. As mentioned before,
tattoos are associated with criminal activity. However, that is not
accurate, anyone can commit a crime. “But the image that tattoos
are scary is planted in our daily lives on TV or at pools and hot
springs” that prohibit tattooed people from entering.'®

Media is a powerful medium and can influence the public to
believe specific beliefs and reinstill embedded values.

5. Views on Foreigners with Tattoos

Furthermore, Japanese society is more accepting of tattoos on
foreigners. According to the survey participants, they expressed the
notion that foreigners are not Japanese and they understood the
cultural environments that foreigners are raised in are completely
different. Therefore, the symbolism behind their tattoos are
different and they don’t see an issue if the tattooed person is a
foreigner. However, they also mentioned the fact that foreigners
will have a difficult time entering Onsen. The tattoo ban still holds
strong in those types of facilities and there would not be an
exception for them. However, there is a high possibility this may
change since more immigrants are moving to Japan. This is
because of Japan’s declining labor population, therefore they are
becoming more dependent on immigrant labor.?

¥ Cf., Ito, M. Whether covered or brazen, tattoos make a
statement. (2010, June 8).
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2010/06/08/reference/whether-c
overed-or-brazen-tattoos-make-a-statement/#. XBWLOWhKiM8

2 Cf., Deguchi, H. A new immigration policy for Japan. (2018,
December 4).
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2018/12/04/commentary/japa
n-commentary/new-immigration-policy-japan/#.XBfhoJNKii6
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6. Changes

With the large initiative Japan has to increase its amount of
workers and visitors, tolerance is required and the Japanese
government has been striving to accomplish that. The Japan
Tourism Agency requested operators of hot springs to allow
tattooed foreigners. Furthermore, the operators of these facilities
were advised to be mindful of the diverse backgrounds of their
foreign visitors?*, As stated before, tattoos can symbolize many
different things for the wearer. Whether it be for religious reasons,
self-expression, or other reasons. Therefore, operators of the hot
springs were also recommended to provide stickers to their tattooed
customers so they could conceal them.?®

Through acts like these, it shows Japan's initiative to become
more inclusive as they consider the situation of their foreign
clients.

7. Conclusion

In conclusion, with the dynamic changes Japan is experiencing
in its economy and the increasing amount of immigrants in the
labor force, acceptance of tattooed people is possible. Especially
since the country had a rich cultural past with tattoos and there
were many Japanese individuals who were tattooed. We have
always hoped that everyone could experience Japanese Onsen,
however, if they were to get a tattoo in the future, that would hinder
their ability to enter hot springs. As more foreigners immigrate to
Japan, they could be an influential factor in society. Seeing that the
tattoos early Japanese people received had various symbolic
meanings, there will be opportunities for tattooed foreigners to
express the significance of their tattoos and mitigate the stigma
surrounding the linked images.

B BT (Japan Tourism Agency) TANE (¥ by —) b
DINEANFRATE DA T 26T OW T U EH A -
20164E3H16H) Z .,
https://www.mlit.go.jp/kankocho/topics05_000183.html

2 ®iAHM (The Asahi Shimbun Company) fi® 4 kv —%&
EARE TREY)] BOfF@ A MEeiRRIER )  (20194:8H7H
181§3047) Z .,

https://www.asahi.com/articless/ ASM8452BXM84TIPEOOF.html

% Cf., Murai, S. Let's discuss tourists and their tattoos. (2016,
March 28).
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/life/2016/03/28/language/lets-discuss
-tourists-tattoos/#. XBfhppNKii5
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