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Overview
• Meaning of tattoos
• Far-Right tattoos

• Study design and methodology
• Preliminary results
• Where next



Tattoos
• One of the oldest forms of art
• Variety of meanings, including group affiliation and 

exclusion

• In the UK, 13% (18-24), 30% (25-39) (Statista, 2015), 40% 
of UK respondents (Dalia Research, 2018) tattooed 

• ~3,000 tattoo shops, 10,000 tattoo artists (Inkably, 2020)
• Guidance on licencing, legislation, practice and health 

risks… But little on ethics of tattooing

• Criminology of Tattoos: Marking of criminals and 
outcasts (codification, forced, ‘voluntary’), sizeable 
literature on prison tattoos (e.g.  McCarron, 2008)

• Psychology of Tattoos: emotion, self-esteem, self-image, 
identity, sociocultural environment, extraversion, risk-
taking, impulsivity (e.g. Kıvanç Altunay et al, 2021)



Tattoos and 
the Far-Right
• There is a long history of far-right groups 

signifying membership with tattoos. 

• As can be seen in the ADL Hate Symbols 
Database, these symbols can be quite 
opaque in meaning. 

• This is further clouded by internet groups 
and ‘meme culture’ rebranding and 
repurposing old symbols.  

• This led us to question how well people 
determined the meaning behind a symbol 
and what meaning they attributed to 
symbols they did not know. 



Current Examples

• On 20/10/20 Sky History premiered a trailer 
for their new reality show The Chop: Britain’s 
Top Woodworker 

• The contestant gave explanations to the 
producers for his tattoos, but they were 
unaware of their wider connotations.

• During the Platinum Jubilee parade, viewers 
noticed the Northern Soul float prominently 
featured a Nazi Black Sun symbol. 

• Later it was explained that the logo was 
mislabelled in an internet search. 



Current 
Study

• Survey: 
• Key demographics, including course of study
• Own tattoos, meaning and research
• Recognition/meaning of symbols and appeal: mix 

of far-right and other
• 253 participants











Preliminary 
Results

• Data exploration
• Recognition coding: Incorrect/no 

recognition, gist, verbatim

• Subset of 4 symbols:
• Overwatch
• Socialist/BLM fist
• 14/88
• Pepe the Frog











Unappealing Appealing Total
No 94 36 130

Some/exact 21 33 54

115 69 184

Recognition

Total

Overwatch - Recognition/appeal
Count

Overwatch

Unappealing Appealing Total
No 28 16 44

Some/exact 19 133 152
47 149 196

Recognition

Total

Fist 

Socialist/BLM Fist - Recognition/appeal
Count



Unappealing Appealing Total
No 114 30 144

Some/exact 54 1 55

168 31 199

14/88

14/88 - Recognition/appeal
Count

Recognition

Total

Unappealing Appealing
No 52 110 162

Some/exact 8 51 59
60 161 221

Recognition

Total

Pepe - Recognition/appeal
Count

Pepe
Total



Where 
Next?

• Recoding of recognition to hit, miss, false 
positive, correct rejection  further 
quantitative analysis of full data set

• Analysis of qualitative answers

• Stage 2: Interviews with tattoo artists re 
ethical decision-making
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