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Abstract
Gender Specific Individualism Issues in Korea Through the Lens

of Female Tattoo Artists

Valentina Rende
Master of International Studies Korean Studies Major
The Graduate School of International Studies

Seoul National University

Tattoos have been increasing in their popularity in the recent years in South Korea
but nevertheless remain illegal (when the procedure is done by a non-medical
professional) and negatively perceived by society, especially by conservatives and
older generations. This increase in popularity can be seen as a cultural and societal
shift. Tattoos seem to have increased disproportionately more for women, which is
the aspect that this thesis focuses on. Historically women in Korea have been
largely denied individualism and have been held to different standards than men
which is why the recent development can be seen in a larger context as an indicator
of change in individualism and gender roles. More specifically, getting tattoos and
working as a tattoo artist symbolise women making decisions for their own
pleasure and about their own life even if these decisions deviate from societal
expectations. Furthermore, while plastic surgeries which have the objective of
conforming with a societal beauty ideal have been normalised in Korea, tattoos as a
more individualistic form of body modifications are rather stigmatised. This shift
takes place in different contexts and different areas of life but this thesis chooses to
focus on tattoos as a visible indicator and understudied phenomenon. In addition to
literature review concerning historical developments and theoretical background,
this thesis works with qualitative in-depth interviews with Korean female tattoo
artists. The interviews aim at exploring the female experience in this field and learn
more about the individuals’ motivations as well as their position within society.
Analysing the interviews and experiences retold by the interviewees leads to the
findings that these women defy societal expectations and gender roles which is
accepted within their own community or subculture, but often disregarded by
mainstream society, especially older generations. While Korea is usually classified
63 3 ]
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as a rather collectivist society, these findings indicate that specific groups or
subcultures are at the forefront of a cultural shift regarding individualism and
gender roles but these shifts are (not yet) accepted by larger society and in some
cases by men which can be seen in negative experiences such as harassment which
these women face.

Keywords: Tattoos, Korean Society, Individualism, Gender

Student Number: 2021-25837
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