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Extended Abstract

Introduction: The phenomenon of tattooing, as one of the most controversial and
meaningful practices among adolescents and young people, has consistently attract-
ed the attention of researchers in sociology. This is because tattooing represents a
manifestation of subcultures that form and spread beneath the surface of society,
even when official institutions are reluctant to accept or publicize them. As a grow-
ing social and cultural behavior among youth, tattooing warrants scholarly investiga-
tion. This study, titled “Semantic Implications of the Tattooing Phenomenon Among
the Youth of Mahabad City,” examines this phenomenon within the socio-cultural
context of Mahabad using a social interpretive approach. The main objective was to
uncover the motives and underlying reasons for tattooing among youth, as well as
how they interpret and define this phenomenon.

Methods: This study aimed to understand the semantic implications of tattooing
among the youth of Mahabad city. It adopted an interpretive approach and employed
the qualitative method of grounded theory. The statistical population consisted of
adolescents and young people aged 15 to 35 in Mahabad who had at least one tattoo
experience. A combination of purposive and snowball sampling methods was used,
and theoretical saturation was achieved after interviewing 23 individuals. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews and participant observation, and were
analyzed using a three-stage coding procedure (open, axial, and selective).
Findings: The coding process yielded six axial categories: ambiguous and mul-
ti-layered identities, generational and social conflicts, multilayered symbol selec-
tion, psychological needs, inhibitory structures, and facilitating structures-all of
which are mutually related to the central category. The core category, “redefining
identity through the body as a space of resistance,” was extracted as the central
concept of the research. The findings indicate that tattooing among the youth of
Mahabad is not merely an aesthetic act but rather a meaningful social action rooted
in psychological, identity-related, and protest needs. This concept demonstrates that
Mahabadi youth use the tattooed body as a space to redefine their personal, cultural,
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and ethnic identities in opposition to dominant social structures and institutions.
The research further reveals that tattooing among Mahabadi youth functions as a
symbolic tool for redefining identity against prevailing social, cultural, and political
structures. In a society where young people navigate the intersection of local-ethnic
(Kurdish), national-religious (Iranian-Islamic), and modern (globalized) identities,
tattooing serves as a response to identity ambiguities through the selection of multi-
layered symbols. These symbols simultaneously express individuality and collective
belonging, transforming the body into a space for articulating neglected identities.
The results indicate that the search for meaning and identity is the primary motiva-
tion for young people to get tattoos, reflecting a multi-layered and multi-dimensional
identity. The types of tattoo designs can be classified into several main categories:
symbols of ethnic identity, protest symbols, romantic symbols, and philosophical
and artistic symbols. This diversity points to the plurality of ideas and identity dis-
courses among adolescents and young people in Mahabad.

Conclusion: In conclusion, the phenomenon of tattooing among the youth of Ma-
habad city operates as a meaningful social and cultural act that transcends mere
aesthetics and fashion. The findings show that tattooing is a multidimensional phe-
nomenon related to multi-layered identities, generational conflicts, and psycholog-
ical needs, and that it functions as a space of symbolic resistance against dominant
social and cultural structures. This act is not only an expression of personal and
ethnic identity but also provides an opportunity for youth to actively introduce and
redefine themselves in the face of local norms and global influences. Therefore, tat-
tooing in this context is understood as a symbol of the search for meaning and iden-
tity, as well as a form of protest against social and cultural limitations.
Keywords:Tattooing, identity, body, youth, social interpretation, Mahabad city.
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