
Tattoos: A Mark for Life or Distinction*  
 

In recent years, tattoos have become altogether more popular among 
both youth and adults. The birth of tattoo parlors throughout the land 
attests to this growing appreciation of the practice. For many, it is a sign 
of individuality, art, and distinction. Television programs and 
periodicals solely devoted to tattoo artistry demonstrate the growing 
appreciation of “body-inking.” Though this art form was once seen as 
somewhat unsavory, it has emerged as a counter-cultural assertion of 
creativity and individuality.  
 
Opponents of this trend cite numerous tattoo drawbacks. Not only do 
they believe health risks may result but also that tattoos have negative 
social connotations leading to employment handicaps. Additionally, 
there are listed such detriments as the inability to readily remove these 
“skin-stains” without great suffering and medical expense. “The whim 
of one night’s revelry becomes a lifetime’s mark of irresponsibility,” is 
their comment on the tattoo’s adverse result.  
 
Your purpose is to write an essay, to be read by a classroom instructor, in 
which you take a position on whether or not you believe a tattoo is a positive 
or negative cosmetic device.  Be sure to defend your position with logical 
arguments and appropriate examples. Read the following news article from 
the VOICE OF AMERICA website for information used to supporting your 
argument for or against tattoos.  
 
 

*From the Developmental Educators’ Handbook,  
Betty and Jerry Woodfill, Authors/Editors 

 
 

Article from the VOICE OF AMERICA 

Tattoos, once the body art of choice for sailors, motorcycle gang members and other tough 
guys, have gone mainstream. As evidenced by any trip to the beach, tattoos are literally everywhere 
on today's youth. According to a Harris poll, almost one out of five Americans has tattoos, and, 
unlike the past, women are just as likely as men to get tattooed, or "inked." VOA's Adam Phillips 
takes a look.          There 
are some common, all-too-human reasons why people choose to get "inked," whatever their gender.  
For some, it is a broken heart. Others want to celebrate the birth of a child. Others just want to 
express some teenage angst.         
 According to master tattooist Scott Campbell, the proprietor of the upscale "Saved Tattoo" 
parlor in Brooklyn, people who get tattooed usually "have something they want to communicate with 
the rest of the world and tattooing is a way of putting a message out there." 
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There are plenty of ways to express that message. On 
Campbell's walls are displays of tattoo stencils and fantastical 
drawings varied enough to suit almost any customer - from wild 
fire-eating dragons to Polynesian geometrical motifs to portraits 
of famous artists, poets and playwrights such as Samuel 
Beckett.   
 
Memorial to a Loved One 
Nick, a bicyclist from San Francisco, is preparing to get a giant 
tattoo of a redwood tree on his side. He says it will be in 
memory of his late brother, an avid California outdoorsman. 
       
   "My feelings for my brother and how 
much I loved him and cared about him are going to be with me for the rest of my life," he says.  "Now 
I can wake up in the morning, put my shirt on [see the redwood tree] tattoo and say 'Yeah! There is 
that thing my brother loved.'"  

Nick's friend Liz has nearly life-sized owls grasping dandelions 
and thistles tattooed on her hips. She says they symbolize the 
wisdom and endurance she needed after a bad breakup. And Liz 
is especially proud of a large tattoo on her left arm, rendered in 
the style of a traditional Chinese watercolor.  
 
"I originally started with just this bird," she says, pointing to the 
multi-colored image. "And it sort of has a seasonal theme where 
it's spring and then summer. And then, just two weeks ago, I got 
the top part finished with the winter and the fall with the horse 
and the rabbits." 
 
For Liz says it is not the symbolism, but the style of the tattoo, 

that appeals to her most.  
 
In Search of a Unique Image   
 
Personal styling in tattoos is important to today's young adults. Even a decade ago, many were 
content to get a simple rose, a butterfly, or some other stock tattoo image from a book. "That's no 
longer true," says Anna D'Agrosa, a consumer trends expert at the Zandl Group  in New York, who 
sports a visible and a hidden tattoo of her own.  
 
"What we're finding is that young adults are not necessarily hopping into a tattoo shop on a Friday 
night, unplanned, and picking out something off the wall." "Rather," says D'Agrosa,  "they're 
intricately designing and thinking about what they want, and really planning it."  

Because tattoos are permanent, caution is the byword for Jamie 
Dwyer, 29. Like many in his generation, he chose his first 
tattoo impulsively. So he carefully designed his next tattoo 
himself; it's an abstract pattern of leaves, birds and geometric 
shapes that covers parts of his right arm and shoulder. It took 
about six months to settle on that design.       
"It's my artwork. And that that's important to me, as far as 
choosing something that's going to be with you for the rest of 
your life."   
 
Customer trust is something that Myles Karr, a master tattooist 
with a giant octopus and fireflies on his arm, takes seriously. 
"You are working in an industry where there are no mistakes 
[and]  …  no going backwards. You have to take your time and 

 

Master Tattooist and Saved Tattoos' 
proprietor Scott Campbell often "inks" 
celebrities with innovative designs, yet 
personally favors classic "old school" 
Americana motifs 

 

Liz shows off the Chinese  
watercolor tattoo on her arm  
and the owl tattoo on her hip  

 

Jamie Dwyer designed his own tattoo  
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make sure it looks good!"  

Modern health regulations require that tattoo shops keep their 
equipment clean. Needles must be sterile to prevent skin 
infections, blood borne diseases and other problems.  
 
Tattoo Culture Steeped in Superstition 
 
However, many aficionados still feel a nostalgic connection to 
American tattooing's early days, when sailors would get drunk 
in foreign ports and stumble into a back alley parlor. They'd 
emerge with crude hearts and anchors etched on their arms, or 
huge tattoo portraits of Jesus across their backs so their 
shipboard taskmasters might be a bit gentler when lashing 
them.  
 
"There are all kinds of really amazing superstitions and stories 
that evolved from that culture," says tattooist Scott Campbell. 
"For example, old sailors used to get a rooster on one foot and a pig on the other foot and supposedly 
that was to protect you from drowning. Who knows how that got started?" 
 
Campbell acknowledges that we live in a different era, but adds  "I'm still very proud to be a part of 
tattooing because of the history it has, and whatever it has evolved into now,"  
 
Outsider Appeal Continues  
 
Today, tattoos are part of the American mainstream. Some celebrities wear them proudly, and there 
are reality TV shows devoted to the art. Yet tattoos still retain some of their outsider appeal. They are 
popular with outlaw motorcycle clubs like the Hell's Angels, street gangs and prisoners.  

 

 

Beau Velasco is a highly respected tattoo artist at the Black Ink 
Tattoo Gallery in Harlem whose body bears inked patterns and 
scrawls almost everywhere except his face. He says when he 
was a boy, he admired pirates, and that that, in a sense, is who 
he has grown up to be. 
 
"By getting fully tattooed, past your collar line and down your 
hands, you are pretty much saying to the world 'I am not 
prepared to fall into line, with a regular 'nine to five' rat race 
sort of job," Velasco says with a chuckle. "It's your commitment 
to yourself to 'keep it real.'"  

  
 
 
 
 

 

Tattooist Myles Karr concentrates 
intensely on the tattoos he creates; there 
are no second chances in his business  

 

Tattooist Beau Velasco of Harlem's Black 
Ink Tattoo Gallery says his body 
adornment ensures a lifestyle outside the 
confines of the mainstream workplace  


