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Metaphors as Tattoos on human body: Passion or Pathosis?
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Abstract
Background:The trend of tattoos increases day-by-day in many of the countries but unfortunately 
there is no evaluation of this practice in Pakistan.The term “tattoo” is the art of making colourful 
designs beneath the skin. There are different types of tattoos with different colour of inks. This 
practice is done for many reasons including fashion, beauty, to hide skin marks, addiction to 
pain, to memorize something or due to any personal reasons. Some people hide their tattoos due 
to some restrictions. Tattooed people may face restriction in jobs. They may cause different type 
of skin infections and other medical conditions. Objective:Our motive of research is to evaluate 
the relation of tattoos with disease conditions and reasons for adaptation of tattoos in Pakistan.
Methodology:The data was collected by online interviews and face-to-face interactions with 
participants and tattoo artists. All the participants (N=181) with permanent tattoos were asked 
about different questions regarding age, gender, motivations for being tattooed, opinions and 
side effects following tattooing etc.Results: In Pakistan, tattooing is more common among 
males (74.03%) than females (25.96%). The highest motivation of being tattooed was found to 
be fashion (31.57%) and beauty (36.31%). Greater number of participants considered tattooing 
as harmless (66%) and less considered it as harmful (28%), while few (N=6%) have mixed 
opinions. Common side effect experienced by participants was inflammation (23.36%) and then 
allergy (11.41%) but majority of the participants did not experience any severe side effects.
People belonging to any occupation were equally influenced by tattooing but it is more common 
in teenagers.Conclusion:In Pakistan, tattoos trend seems to be increasing day-by-day. Most 
people regardless of age, occupation, religion and side effects got tattoos because of fashion and 
beauty and there were no severe side effects of tattooing in Pakistan.
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Introduction:

“Tahitian” elucidate to strike suitably, is a word 
from which the term tattoo originates.1“Tattooing is 
basically an art of making permanent or long-lasting 
designs under the skin with the help of different 
colours and dyes”.2 Initially tattoos were seen on the 
bodies of an ice man in Italy.3.Tattoos were arising 
from Egypt and Nubians.4 Omaha men admire their 
success in combat zone by tattooing the back sides or 
breasts of their daughters. Osage men make tattoos 

of skull on their back to show their success in feast. 
Inuit females got tattoos on their chins after marriage. 
Killers of the whales in Inuit, Nunangat, tattooed 
their bodies to remember the number of whales they 
killed. Tattoos are used as a marking for the slaves 
and criminals in Greek and Native America.5During 
the World War 2, tattoos become very common and 
gain social adoption so this period is also called as the 
“Golden age of tattooing”.6Tattoosare divided into 
five different types; amateur, professional, cosmetic, 



731

Bangladesh Journal of Medical Science Vol. 21 No. 03 July’22

medicinal and traumatic tattoos. Amateur tattoos 
are easy to remove.7 In 1999, Shannon Bell gives 
statement in “Tattooed: A participant observer’s 
exploration of meaning” that there are two types 
of people, people that got tattoos are usually those 
who have usually 1 or 2 tattoos and the people who 
are tattooed are those who got greater size, multi-
coloured and observable tattoos. She declared that 
now it is impossible for the person who are tattooed 
to get back to their natural appearance.8

Now a days, tattoos becomes cheaper due to 
modernization in technology and now it seems to 
become fashion for normal people.9 The reason 
behind tattoo craziness are aesthetical reasons, 
personal satisfaction, communal adoption and the 
use of a lot of colourful inks which make tattoos more 
attractive for people.2 Some people make tattoos to 
mark their sameness, relationships, feelings, and 
connection with some gangs.6 Sometimes tattooing 
is done to mark females and lesbigay, handicap and 
sexually misused persons.10 The act of tattooing 
is more prevalent in weightlifter men than normal 
men.11In Egypt, the women tattooed their forelimbs, 
chins, hands and foots in the form of spots, rings and 
dashs.12People make tattoos to remember the death of 
their loved ones to remind them and to show their loss 
and pain associated with these incidences.13Tattoos 
also indicates the isolation of persons from their 
societies and cultures.9People after becoming parents 
show their excitement and happiness by making 
tattoos. Another reason is that people like and love 
this short-term pain or sensation so they tattooed for 
this reason. One family strongly believed that if all 
the family members make tattoo on their bodies at a 
time so the spirit of their loved one come and they also 
feel its presence. Some women got tattoos to express 
their on-going conditions like suffering through 
divorce and get newly married. One female wants to 
memorize the previous place in which she was living 
so she makes a tattoo of that place or environment 
which helps her to stay connected with that place. 
According to Jelene, she made a tattoo on her belly 
to hide the scar.14One woman said that, when she will 
get married then she and her partner will make tattoo 
on their bodies because they will start a new journey 
of their lives and they want to remembered it in long 
terms even if they get separated from one another, 
while on the other hand many tattooed females get 
raped just because of their tattoos.15According to the 
research of Harris poll in 2003, it is estimated that 
equal number of men (16%) and women (16%) have 

tattoos but they are more common in gays, lesbian 
and bisexual people.   In America, 83% of people 
have tattoos and 17% of people are without tattoos 
and Americans usually considered tattoos as a source 
of being sexier. 26% of tattooed people thought that 
tattoo increase their attractiveness; whereas, 31% of 
un-tattooed people think that tattooed people are not 
muchintelligent.  2% of people regret tattoos because 
they think that tattoos cause diseases and infections. 
16% of people feel repentant about tattoos if the 
tattoo is actually the name of some person.16

It has been observed that people make tattoos 
independent of their ages, gender, employment and 
public categories at a faster rate.17 According to one 
tattoo artist, all people got tattoos including doctors, 
health care professionals, lawyers and others.14Tattoo 
practices are more common in Buddhism and 
Hinduism.18 Many Christian males have tattoos as 
their religious symbols and they don’t consider it 
a ‘sinful’ act. Non-Christian females make tattoos 
on hidden body areas which are usually topped by 
garments because some people in society consider 
tattoos as a ‘sinful’ act.18

A study conducted in New YorkCity estimated that, 
undesirable effects of tattoos are common.20People 
with tattoos may develop keratoacanthomas 
commonly. Usually, red ink is involved in developing 
82% of keratoacanthomas. 21

Figure 1: The first electric tattoo machine



732

Bangladesh Journal of Medical Science Vol. 21 No. 03 July’22

Studies revealed that persons with tattoos are 
perceived negatively by companies.22 Applicants 
those have tattoos and piercing have less chances 
of hire ability by organizations, in non-customer 
exposure roles chances of bad impact of body is not 
observed. In customer-facing roles the person with 
tattoo has less hire ability rate compare to piercing.23

Electric tattoo machine was invented by Samuel O’ 

Reilly in 1891. He was a tattoo artist in New York. 
This electric machine allows the consumption of 
numerous needles at a time and ultimately help in 
quicker and cheaper administration of tattoos than 
the traditional one6 (Fig:1).
Tattoo inks are basically suspensions of fine 
colouring matters in a suitable solvent by additioning 
of suitable binding agents 24 (Fig: 2).

Figure 2: Composition of Tattoo inks

The metallic substances especially iron oxide in 
tattoo inks results in false diagnosis with MRI. 
These substances when interact with MRI procedure 
results in the production of electric current within 
the skin as well as raise in the temperature of the 
skin. This raise in the skin temperature results in 
second degree burn, swelling and pain.25Tattoos 
may cause mycobacterial and MRSA infections if 
the tattoo inks are not clean.26,27,28Tattoos may cause 
infectious blood diseases like Hepatitis C even if 
the patient is not associated with the use of IV drugs 
and transfusion of blood.28Tattooing are a potential 
risk factor for iliopsoas abscess.29They may cause 
different infections like necrotizing fasciitis; cellulitis 
or septicemia.30People that are at risk of endocarditis 
can develop endocarditis after tattooing.31

One of the cases of a young female, 24 years old 
revealed that shegot blind for three weeks due to eye 

ball tattoos but she doesn’t feel any grief for this.32

According to Pakistani tattoo artist named Zohaib, 
90% of individuals think that tattoos are forbidden. 
Many people got tattoos to hide their skin marks 
or scars, injuries and surgical cuts. The price of 
1 inch tattoo in Pakistan was RS. 1800-2000 in 
2013.33There are many Islamic groups who consider 
that tattooing is forbidden while this art is practising 
by some Islamic groups.34A study conducted in Brazil 
indicated increased number of tattoos associated 
with Hepatitis B virus infection.35According to 
the study of 2016, acute local inflammation is the 
most common complication of tattoos and other 
complications include infections, allergic contact 
dermatitis and inflammatory reactions. 36A study 
conducted on individuals that were sunbathing at 
the beaches of Denmark to find complaints in people 
having tattoos. Out of 146 tattooed sunbathers, 31 



733

Bangladesh Journal of Medical Science Vol. 21 No. 03 July’22

individual’s complaint of sun effects. Black, red and 
blue tattoos were dominantly responsible for sun‐
related complications.37Another study done by FDA, 
according to which there is negative effects on health 
due to tattoos ink, according to the FDA the sources 
of pigments like heavy metals, hydrocarbons and 
phthalates can act as cancer causing agents 38, 39, 40.
In Malaysia 3rd-dec-2019, after the images of nudity 
and obscenity of both males and females get viral on 
social media, the Minister of peregrinate and cultures 
ordered for investigations. According to him, act 
playing during tattoo show should not be tolerated 
any way. He further says that there will be a strict 
action against tattoo artist and models.41

Our objective of study is to evaluate the relationship 
of tattoos with diseases and to examine the reasons 
for adaptation of tattoos in Pakistan from individuals’ 
perspectives.
Methodology:
This study is based on survey that has been conducted 
in Karachi, Pakistan in 2019 for five months. We 
have approached different tattoo studio pages from 
Karachi, Lahore, Islamabad, Azad Kashmir etc. 
in Pakistan. Collection of data has been done by 
messages, calls and face to face interactions. This 
study was based on briefly defined questionnaire in 
which various parameters were included such as age, 
gender, myths, inspiration for tattooing, side effects, 
and perspective about diseases transmission and other 
information about tattoos. We have approached total 
322 people from which 181 participants have filled 
the questionnaire as well as give their interviews 
and remaining people did not filled questionnaire. 
Participants belonging to different religions were 
interviewed. Most of the participants we got were 
young and teenagers. We visit different tattoo artists 
in Pakistan and investigate about their work practice 
and views about risks associating with tattooing and 
then finally the data was sorted and analysed.
Ethical clearance: This research is approved 
by Departmental ethics Committee, Faculty of 
Pharmacy, Jinnah University for Women, Karachi, 
Pakistan.
Result and Discussion:
As the trend of tattooing increases day by day in 
many of the countries we have determined trends, 
motivations, myths, opinions as well as side effects 
experienced by people after tattooing in Pakistan. 
Total participants were 181. 

Tattoo artists’ interviews:
Tattoo artists have several perspectives about 
tattooing. An artist who runs tattoo studio in Lahore, 
according to him tattooing is the form of an art which 
is helpful for people in many ways such as to hide 
scars or to remind an individual about the reason 
to live and in his views, tattoos have no societal, 
psychical or bodily disadvantages that’s why it 
cannot be considered as sinful act. His clients want 
tattoos of their partner’s name, many of them do 
not know what type of tattoo they want to get, and 
boys usually want to get dragon tattoos while girls 
usually want to get flowers designs. According to him 
his clients often wish to get tattoos of their favourite 
entertainers, music and African symbols. One of the 
tattoo artists from Karachi said that, if tattooing is not 
done in hygienic manner, then it causes risk of blood 
borne diseases like Hepatitis B, Hepatitis C and HIV. 
Another artist from Karachi said that, individuals 
with permanent tattoos on visible areas have difficulty 
to get jobs in Pakistan. According to an artist in 
Islamabad, it is a false concept that people with 
permanent tattoos cannot donate blood as tattooing 
is done in layers of skin where there were no veins, 
he further said that he always guides his clients about 
to avoid heat, swimming and exercise as it can cause 
sweating which has sodium salts which are harmful 
for a wound to heal. Another artist from Lahore said 
that, people with tattoos can have jobs but it usually 
depends on the fact that where they got tattoos. 
They import their equipment’s and inks from China, 
Bangkok and USA. According to him equipment’s 
use for tattooing are same as medical instruments 
in a hospital and some side effects like redness and 
burning sensation are common after tattooing and 
a person can safely donate blood after 6 months of 
tattooing. Another tattoo artist from Islamabad said, 
it is a false concept that tattooing carry any harm as 
ink stays in dermis and it is there for the rest of life 
it does not dissolve and most of his clients donate 
blood just after tattooing. According to tattoo artists 
from Islamabad, Karachi and Lahore prices of tattoos 
totally depends upon size and design of tattoo usually 
simple tattoo cost around 3000Rs to 6000Rs per inch 
of tattoo and duration of tattooing depends upon the 
size of tattoos as some tattoos take minutes while 
some tattoos take days if they are of  larger size.
Client’s interviews:
There were 74.03% (N= 134) males and 25.96 % 
(N=47) females (Fig:3).
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Figure 3: Gender mainly involved in tattooing
One reason behind a smaller number of females was 
that most of the females do not respond and few 
females hide their tattoos from their families and 
elders. Like, one woman said that as she is married so 
sometimes, she has to hide her tattoo from elders of 
her in-laws. Another reason behind a smaller number 
of female participants could be that tattoos were less 
prevalent in females as compare to males in Pakistan. 
Age groups of tattooing in Pakistan indicated that out 
of 100 % (N=181) participants, 45% (N=81) were 
between 16 to 24 years of age, 40% (N=73) were 
between 25 to 33 years of age and 15% (N=27) were 
between 34 to 42 years of age.

It is important to note that there were 39.2% (N=71) 
participants who got their first tattoo at the age of less 
than 15 years including 24 Muslims, 32 Christians, 
12 Hindus and 3 participants from other religions. 
Majority of the participants i.e., 56.3% (N=102) got 
their tattoos at the age of <30 years including 74 
Muslims, 20 Christians, 1 Hindu and 7 belonging to 
other religions while few number participants 4.4% 
(N=8) got tattoos at >30 years of age including 6 
Muslims and 2 Hindus so the art of tattooing is more 
prevalent in teenagers and youngers as compare to 
elders in Pakistan (Fig:4).

Figure 4: Number of individuals from different 
religions with respect to first tatttoo age
There were total 57.45% (N=104) Muslims, 8.28% 
(N=15) Hindus, 28.72% (N=52) Christians and 
other participants 5.52% (N=10) were belonging to 
different other religions, respectively. The research 
was conducted in an Islamic country so therefore, 
most of our participants were Muslims. Also, there 
were two groups in a Muslim community, one group 
believe that tattoos are completely prohibited in 
Islam whereas other group believe that Muslims can 
get tattoos, but these results does not indicate that 
tattooing is more prevalent in Muslims as compare 
to other religions in Pakistan (Fig: 5).

Figure 5: Religion of community with tattoos
About 66% (N=119) participants consider tattoos 
as harmless, 28% (N=51) consider it as harmful 
and 6% (N=11) participants said that tattoos can be 
harmless or harmful depending upon the quality of 
equipment’s and type of tattoo parlour and tattoo 
artists you visited (Fig: 6).



735

Bangladesh Journal of Medical Science Vol. 21 No. 03 July’22

Figure 6: Views of tattooed people regarding 
tattooing
Socioeconomic status of the participants indicated that 
almost 35% were students, 6% nurses, 5% business 
man, 3% tattoo artists, 2% teachers, 2% doctors/
pharmacists/physiotherapists, 42% belonging to 
different kinds of jobs and 5% were unemployed. 
From these observations it is concluded that none of 
the specific profession is mainly involved in tattooing 
but people belonging to every occupation got tattoos 
(Fig: 7).

Figure 7: Demographic feature (Occupation) of 
tattooed population
It is revealed in the current study by the 24.86% 
participants (N=45) that jobs were restricted due 
to tattooing. Some people said that job restriction 
depends on the type and environment of job and 
tattooed people were not allowed to get government 
jobs. Some of the responders said that jobs are 
restricted only if the tattoos are present in those 
areas of body which are not covered by clothing. 
The opened tattoos create a bad impression in job 
interviews because the job owners want people as 
their representative and advocates. Some people said 
that job restriction due to tattooing is an issue only 

in Pakistan but not in other countries because here 
people were judge by the way they look or appears 
rather than what they are truly from inside (Fig: 8).

Figure 8: Tattoo appearance on hand
Likeness of tattoos by family members of participants 
was judged and found that 44.198% (N=80) 
participants were liked by their family and friends, 
22.651% (N=41) participants tattoos were disliked 
and 33.149% (N=60) participants were neutral in 
their opinions. According to some participants they 
usually hide their tattoos from their families and 
relatives as it put bad impact on others about them 
and people misjudge them.
By investigating the most prominent reason or 
motivation for getting tattoos, it is found that most 
of the participants have more than one reason or 
motivation for getting tattoos. 33.14% (N=60) of 
the participants got tattoos for fashion, 3.86% (N=7) 
because of their culture, 38.12% (N=69) because of 
beauty, 4.97% (N=9) due to addiction to pain, and 
19.88% (N=36) for their personal reasons such as to 
memorize something, to hide skin marks, etc. (Fig:9).

Figure 9: Reasons for tattoos adaptation
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One male who has more than two tattoos on his body has no reason for getting them, he just wants to get 
tattoo so he got and nothing inspired him (Fig: 10).

Figure 10: Tattoos without any particular reason

According to one female participant, “tattoos are 
a form of self-expression and art and people do it 
as a form of therapy or ode to their loved ones and 
if a person is willing to make a commitment with 
the design on his body forever then why not?!”One 
participant got tattoo after she losses both of her 
parents in the same year so she was going through 
a difficult phase so she got a tattoo which motivates 
her and keep reminding her that bad times don’t 
last long and life goes on. Her tattoo says “this too 
shall pass”.Some people got tattoos to remind some 
events happened in their lives, some to feel the pain, 
and some have passion of tattooing. Some want the 
names or alphabets of their loved ones in form of 

Figure 11: Tattoo showing the first alphabet of name Figure 12: Music Note tattoo

tattoos (Fig: 11).
One younger girl got tattoo because she thinks that 
she was the owner of her own flesh in this designed 
world.  One man actually addicted to the hip hop 
music so he got inspired by hip hop artists that’s why 
he got tattoo(Fig: 12).
One of the male participantsgot tattoo because he 
loved his nick name as well as his cast name but 
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now, he regrets that tattoo. Another man who is a 
gym teenager faced many things. He does not have 
many friends and he consider himself as his only true 
and loyal friend. He got a tattoo because of his past 
memories. A line in Arabic which means that “your 
faith has to be greater than your fear” (Fig: 13).

Figure 13: Arabic tattoo
Tattooing was also done for other reasons too like 
for self-discovery, experience and to put memorable 
pieces of art. Another motivated reasons for tattoos 
just because of the bad effect of movies and favourite 
actors. One of the male participants got tattoo because 
of fashion and he also got it to make his self believe 
that he is brave and can take his own decisions while 
another one has a passion for art so he made this art 
on his body in form of tattoo (Fig: 14).
One participant after winning his first competition in 
fitness got his first tattoo. It revealed that tattoos are 
made to write some good or bad stories that happened 
in our lives, not even to show off (Fig: 15).
Other reasons for being tattooing in different 
participants are like one male, who is a magician want 
something on his body that will keep on reminding 
him not to give up his passion. Another got tattoo for 
his love to get valuable moments stored in form of 
tattoo on his body. A 19 years old participant wanted 
to get tattoos since his childhood and he was waiting 
for years to turn 18 and then got his first tattoo. His 
family won’t pay for his tattoo so he also did a job just 
to earn enough to get a tattoo. He is looking forward 
to get his entire body inked. According to him tattoos 
are just about personal preferences. Some people 
love tattoos, some like piercing and stuff like that. 

Among participants, one revealedtattoo as a personal 
duel and battle against the society and the mentality 
which surrounds him. Initially he was just fond of 
tattooing but when he finally made the decision to get 
inked and to go through that needle stitching pain, he 
knew what he was getting himself into. He used to 
hide it. He was the first in his city to get one. After 
days of hiding, it turned into months. A few people 
appreciate and most had their judgemental stares at 
him. Later on, he found out the only place where he 
was not judged was football ground around his team 
mates. The tattoo itself stands for something and that 
something led him to peace.

Investigation on spending money in tattooing 
revealed that, 23.75% (N=43) participants spent 
within hundreds on tattoos, 65.19% (N=118) spent 
thousand and 11.04% (N=20) spent more amount of 
money on tattoos. The prices of tattoos vary from 
parlour to parlour due to different ink colours and 
sizes of tattoos. A person with more than one tattoo 
or large size tattoo on body obviously spend more 
than a person with a small tattoo. The price also 
varies depending upon number of inks consumed.

From 100% (N= 181) participants, 35.35% (N=64) 
of the participants were aware that tattoos are 
photosensitive, 32.04% (N=58) were aware that 
tattoo inks contain pigments that are used in car 
paints, 46.40% (N=84) participants have knowledge 
about the transmission of diseases by tattooing and 
39.22% (N=71) participants were aware of the fact 
that people with permanent tattoos cannot donate 
blood. Some participants said that they wear full 
sleeves clothes during summer to prevent sun burn 
while some considered tattoos as not photosensitive. 
One concept came up that good quality inks do not 
contain any harmful pigments. Another concept 
revealed by some participants that persons with 
permanent tattoos can donate blood only after 3-6 
months. Majority of participants said that if tattooing 
does not involve hygienic procedure, then it will 
cause transmission of diseases. (Table1)
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Figure 14: Tattoo due to fashion and art

Figure 15: Tattoos about personal reasons

Table 1: Awareness of Tattoos knowledge 
regardinghygienic procedure transmission of 
diseases

Knowledge 
About Aware Unaware May be

Photosensitivity 64(35.35%) 73(40.33%) 44(24.30%)

Pigments used 58(32.04%) 113(62.43%) 10(5.52%)

Transmission of 
diseases 84(46.40%) 48(26.51%) 49(27.07%)

Blood donation 71(39.22%) 59(32.59%) 51(28.17%)

According to 181 responders, most of the tattoo artist 

use precautions like wearing gloves, using proper and 
sterilized equipment whereas only few responders 
denied it.  Similarly  most of the responders said that 
their tattoo artist give  proper advise like  avoidance 
of sun exposure,  keeping tattooed skin clean,  using 
moisturizer and choosing clothing carefully while 
few participants refuse it.
In this study we have also inquired about the side 
effects experienced by participants and their views 
regarding tattooing. Some participants experienced 
more than one side effect. 11.60% (N=21) participants 
experienced allergy out of which 11 participants 
consider tattooing as harmless and 10 considered 
it as harmful. 23.75% (N=43) participants faced 
inflammation out of which 26 consider it as harmless 
and 17 consider it as harmful. 6.07% (N=11) 
participants faced blood clots out of which 9 consider 
it as harmless and 2 consider it as harmful. Skin 
infection is faced by total 5.52% (N=10) participants 
out of which 8 consider it as harmless, 1 consider as 
harmful and 11 have neutral opinion. 53.03% (N=96) 
of the participants do not face any of the side effect 
(Fig: 16).

Figure 16: Relationship between side effects 
experienced by participants and views of participants



739

Bangladesh Journal of Medical Science Vol. 21 No. 03 July’22

Some of the responders revealed that if you visited a 
good tattooing place then artists also ask to open your 
packet of needle by your own self as well as they let 
you know about everything before getting tattoos. 
Different opinions from participants are like“tattoos 
are harmless to those who have it but harmful to 
narrow minded mentality”, “if tattoos were made 
by professionals that use cleaners, moisturizers and 
sterilize equipment then it is harmless but if it is 
made by home-made tattoo machines then definitely 
it would be harmful”, “tattoos are good if you take 
care of it and own it” etc.
Conclusion:
In Pakistan, tattoos trend seems to be increasing 
day by day, so we have evaluated the motivation 
for being tattooed and relationship of tattoos with 
diseases from individual perspective, our data shows 
that body art is done for varieties of reasons, most of 
the respondents regardless of gender, age, religion, 
occupation, prices and side effects got tattoos 
because of fashion, beauty, to hide skin marks, due 
to personal reasons and to memorize something and 

there were no serious side effects of tattooing  known 
in Pakistan.

Recommendation:

It is concluded and recommended from the current 
study that tattoos may involve in transmission of 
diseases if hygienic conditions are not maintained 
during tattooing.
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