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Introduction: 

This dissertation examines apprenticeships in contemporary Western tattooing with an 

emphasis on counter-hegemonic movements lead by 2SLGBTQIA+ and disabled artists. The 

dissertation’s methodology is informed by conceptual artist and theorist Adrian Piper. Piper 

argues that critical hegemony through formalist values produces the criteria for accepting art into 

an institutional setting, which is directly reflected within the structure of the tattoo industry. 

Piper’s emphasis on how systems of art production uphold systemic inequality is further 

underscored by her assertion that economics fundamentally affects who becomes an artist.1 My 

research considers these issues with respect to the multi-billion-dollar artistic market of tattooing 

through art historical analyses and qualitative interviews. 

 Historically, Western tattooing is most strongly associated with White men of a lower 

socio-economic class as an alternative form of status enhancement.2 While a major expansion of 

both designs and demographics of people (particularly women) getting tattooed occurred from 

the 1970s onwards, many of the base conceptions of masculinity and toughness have continued 

their associations with tattoos in conscious efforts to exclude certain customers from shops.3 

Tattoo art, if considered an art at all, has been historically denigrated as “low art” in line with 

many forms of non Euroethnic art, with the Tattoo Renaissance contributing a similarly 

hierarchizing apparatus hinging on certain presumptions of culture and taste (formalist values), 

which prioritize certain higher social or economic value tattoo artwork.4 This dissertation aims to 

 
1 Adrian Piper, “Power Relations within Existing Art Institutions,” in Institutional Critique: An Anthology of Artists’ 
Writings, ed. Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson (MIT Press, 2011). 
2 Karen Bettez Halnon and Saundra Cohen, “Muscles, Motorcycles and Tattoos: Gentrification in a New Frontier,” 
Journal of Consumer Culture 6, no. 1 (2006): 41; Samuel M. Steward, Bad Boys and Tough Tattoos: A Social 
History of the Tattoo with Gangs, Sailors, and Street-Corner Punks, 1950-1965 (Routledge, 2008). 
3 Margo Demello, Bodies of Inscription: A Cultural History of the Modern Tattoo Community (Duke University 
Press, 2004). 
4 Piper, “Power Relations within Existing Art Institutions.” 
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examine tattooing as one of the most lucrative and rapidly evolving arts industries in the present. 

North American tattooing is increasingly being used as a tool for “political resistance against 

misogynist ideologies and social structures of oppression” by women and, more importantly for 

this project, queer and gender non-conforming people.5 Despite this, women, queer, disabled, 

and racialized people continue to be excluded both as customers and apprentices.6 By examining 

the ways in which marginalized artists have experienced their tattoo education, alongside their 

recommendations for industry improvements, this dissertation aims to reflect on the barriers and 

proposals for change experienced by 2SLGBTQIA+ and/or disabled artists. Further, by 

examining the burgeoning number of professional visual artists entering tattooing, I hope to 

reflect on the ways tattooing replicates this formalist hierarchical system of “taste,” and how this 

affects who can enter the industry. For other forms of visual arts, learning has been 

institutionalized through universities and colleges, whereas tattooing remains one of the few art 

or “craft” industries rooted in a lengthy apprenticeship model.  

Further, it is important to acknowledge the common hazing and harassment that occurs 

towards apprentices: for instance, the Toronto shops Ink and Water and Tapestry Collective were 

criticized for their hostile treatment of racialized and 2SLGBTQIA+ apprentices in early 2020, 

leading to the disbandment of Tapestry Collective.7 In response, some industry tattooists have 

attempted to carve out new spaces focused on inclusivity and intersectionality. Further, tattoo 

techniques are changing. While the industry previously disapproved of home-taught tattooists, 

(often referred to as “scratchers”), many queer and racialized artists from DIY backgrounds are 

 
5 Sinah Theres Kloss, Tattoo Histories: Transcultural Perspectives on the Narratives, Practices, and Representations 
of Tattooing (Routledge, 2020). 
6 Tamara Santibañez, Could This Be Magic?: Tattooing as Liberation Work (Afterlife Press, 2020); Beverly Yuen 
Thompson, Covered in Ink: Tattoos, Women, and the Politics of the Body (New York University Press, 2015); Alison 
Waller, “The Art of Misogyny: The Struggle of Female Tattooists in an Industry of Men” (master’s thesis, Sarah 
Lawrence College, 2016). 
7 Vegas Ink, “Response to Ink and Water Transcript,” Transcript, 2020. 
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gaining industry legitimacy, particularly handpoke (single-needle manual tattooing), in part as a 

counterprotest to exclusionary shop practices. Similarly, new conceptions of tattooing that focus 

on client comfort and safety, owing in part to Tamara Santibañez’s trauma-informed approach, 

are expanding how we understand the tattoo process and creating new forms of accessibility.  

I rely on in-person qualitative semi-structured interviews with Ontario tattoo artists 

located in the Greater Toronto Region, Guelph, and London. My interviews with thirteen 

2SLGBTQIA+ and disabled artists, including artists who originate from DIY tattooing, reflect 

the broad range of apprenticeship experiences within the industry. The diversity of participants 

necessitates the adoption of intersectional methodologies, as many tattooists have multi-faceted 

identities that are compounded by social and industry biases, which create even larger barriers to 

access. The interviews, which combine oral history methodology and auto/biographical 

ethnography, focus on the artists’ experiences as apprentices in the tattoo industry, while 

providing opportunities for them to offer their recommendations to improve the industry in terms 

of apprenticing, regulation, and education. 

My research aims to de-mystify the tattoo industry’s structure as it pertains to artist 

training in light of increased societal interests in disabled and 2SLGBTQIA+ structural 

oppression. Similarly, news and social media platforms make assumptions about and discuss 

queer DIY or trauma-informed tattooing practices that are not based in critical academic 

research. This project rectifies this lack of data by drawing attention to the topic from the 

perspective of art history, a form of discourse that is currently limited. Research has occurred in 

the fields of anthropology, particularly ethnography, but even this is limited to decoding cultural 

meanings and practices surrounding the act of being tattooed. Unfortunately, none of the 
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disciplines have broached the topics of how apprenticeship systems impact industry structures, 

particularly that of abusive and hostile shop behaviour.  

Towards an Ethos of Harm Reduction 

 In a presentation at the 2024 Trans/Feminist Philosophy Conference, hosted at the 

University of Guelph, Nicole Dular introduced the concept of a moral racket, defined as: “When 

individuals forcefully position themselves as moral saviors or heroes for moral issues that either 

don’t exist, or do, but were created by the wrongful actions of these individuals themselves; 

pernicious instruments of social-political power.”8 Dular’s framework, which extends from forms 

of criminal protection rackets, further distinguishes between two distinct types of moral racket 

that are used to enact forms of domination “by means of converting moral capital into social-

political power for the dominant.”9 The first, direct moral rackets, are defined as a problem that 

is a threat to others’ wellbeing, created by a group who then offers protection from the problem. 

Dular offers the example of elite philanthropy, wherein the elite wealthy who directly exploit 

labour offer charitable donations, as a direct moral racket. Second, indirect moral rackets are 

defined through the construction of a false problem or villain, with a defined threat of harm 

towards to a “victim,” with a constructed protection offered towards this threat. They use the 

example of anti-2SLGBTQIA+ legislation, which is often justified as protection towards either 

vulnerable children or women, wherein “Cisgender white men who pushed these bills falsely 

positioned themselves as the “protectors” of these vulnerable [populations].”10 Importantly, this 

constructed role of protection serves to raise the moral reputation of the “protector” through the 

positioning of a villain/victim dichotomy, that further serves to draw attention away from sources 

 
8 Nicole Dular, “Moral Rackets,” (Trans/Feminist Philosophy Conference, 2024). 
9 Dular, “Moral Rackets.” 
10 Dular, “Moral Rackets.” 
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of social problems and further, often block avenues from solving these issues.11 Within the 

context of the contemporary Canadian tattoo industry, cisgender men, who make up the majority 

of older or more established tattoo artists within the scene, have put forward defensive or 

protective motions to limit the acquirement of industry-specific tattoo knowledge. This includes 

advising against and leveraging criticism against artists who share information about how to 

tattoo to non-tattooists, especially online, refusing to take on apprentices who have engaged in 

DIY tattooing, holding strong aversion to tattoo schools or courses, and refusing to tattoo certain 

areas of the body (mostly hands, neck, and face, called “jobstoppers.”) These forms of 

gatekeeping were established to protect the industry within a context of heavy scrutiny and 

criminalization. It further worked to exclude and suppress forms of DIY tattooing practices that 

could cause harm from unsafe methods; to what degree this was successful is certainly debatable. 

As tattooing has evolved and become more socially accepted, norms of gatekeeping that once 

operated, perhaps as a protection towards an industry that was considered deviant, now have the 

potential to inhibit new tattoo artists from entry unnecessarily.  

 As identified by tattoo scholar Ayngelia Ara, there is a historical precedent of both 

restricting and banning tattooing within North America, including but not limited to government 

prohibition and outright restriction, most notably in six states of the U.S. “(Florida, 

Massachusetts, New York, Oklahoma, South Carolina, and Vermont)” within the last twenty 

years.12 Further, the current implementation of dress codes within professional environments that 

stipulate or ban body modification, especially visible tattoos, is still highly common within both 

 
11 Dular, “Moral Rackets.” 
12 Ayngelia Ara, “The Public Self and the Perceived Competence of Visibly Tattooed Women as Higher Education 
Administrators: A Qualitative, Multi-Embedded, Narrative Case Study” (PhD diss., University of Phoenix, 2019), 
50-51. 
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the United States and Canada.13 As such, there is legitimate concern on the part of tattoo artists 

for how the regulation of tattooing proceeds. Further, there is justified concern about what forms 

of regulation or prohibition could be applied to tattooing as an industry, when forms of 

regulatory prohibition, policing, and discrimination against heavily tattooed individuals is still an 

apparatus of systemic hegemony. In this respect, tattooing is one of the few careers that holds 

specific parallels to sex work with regard to criminalization and discrimination. As Lauren Levitt 

outlines, “The primary difference between sex work and other forms of gig work is the matter of 

criminalization and stigmatization; most gig workers do not experience stigma or face 

incarceration because of their job. As Juno Mac and Molly Smith suggest, criminalization only 

intensifies economic exploitation.”14 The assertion that criminalization intensifies economic 

exploitation, particularly of marginalized workers, is a key reason behind the assertion that tattoo 

regulation should be dictated and controlled by tattoo artists. I would like to suggest that the 

reservation and hostility that many White, cisgender, straight male tattoo artists have towards 

regulation does not solely stem from this justified concern but instead forms a type of indirect 

moral racket. Grounded within my own experience working under a mentor and studio who 

emphasized hierarchy and gatekept tattooing knowledge, asserting there was only one legitimate 

way to learn tattooing through a three-year apprenticeship, I argue that many established artists 

benefit from the gatekeeping that exists in the current tattoo industry. Rejecting all forms of 

regulation, including types of regulation that could broadly benefit and protect artists, 

apprentices, and clients, allows the older generation of predominantly White, cisgender, straight 

and male artists to maintain control over who can participate in the industry of tattooing. These 

 
13 Ara, “The Public Self and the Perceived Competence of Visibly Tattooed Women as Higher Education 
Administrators,” 64. 
14 Lauren Levitt, “Sex Work/Gig Work: A Feminist Analysis of Precarious Domina Labour in the Gig Economy,” in 
The Gig Economy, eds. Brian Dolber et al. (Routledge, 2021), 69. 
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forms of gatekeeping operate not only to support or protect the industry from undue restriction or 

suppression; the lack of regulation allows these artists to act and operate as they please, and 

without the regulatory impairments that would potentially bar them from engaging in common 

industry behaviours such as discriminatory language or treatment of people in the tattoo studio, 

apprentice hazing and abuse, and so forth. Further, the current forms of labour exploitation that 

exist within tattooing support forms of global capitalism. Levitt states: 

In this way, underground economies, including sex work, undocumented labour, and the 
black market, are crucial to the functioning of the mainstream economy. The exploitation 
present in these underground economies reflects and supports labour exploitation under 
global capitalism more generally.15  
 

As this dissertation will demonstrate, the structure of many tattoo studios replicates other gig 

economies, particularly with regard to less worker protections and increased economic precarity. 

Within this system, studio owners make and assert the standards for worker treatment because of 

the severe lack of regulations and labour protections within the industry. As such, it is important 

to critically evaluate the hostility shown towards both forms of regulation that support worker 

rights or safety, as well as transparency about tattoo knowledge, within the system of moral 

rackets. In considering the lack of regulations and current gatekeeping, the main beneficiary is 

predominantly established tattoo artists and studio owners, who have free reign on shaping the 

work culture of the studio and hold significant power over apprentices and newly established 

tattoo artists. As such, the rejection of worker and labour protections not only serve as a form of 

moral racket that allows for the exploitation and abuse of marginalized workers, particularly 

apprentices, but also highlights an important and immediate demand for better worker protection 

in tattooing.  

 
15 Levitt, “Sex Work/Gig Work,” 69. 
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This dissertation will broadly draw from a concept articulated by cyberneticist Stafford 

Beer, called “the purpose of a system is what it does.”16 In this context, “systems” are defined as, 

“a set of things working together as parts of a mechanism or an interconnecting network.”17 Beer 

asserts that, “the purpose of a system is what it does” amounts to “…a basic dictum.” He 

explains that, “it stands for a bald fact, which makes a better starting point in seeking 

understanding than the familiar attributions of good intentions, prejudices about expectations, 

moral judgments, or sheer ignorance of circumstances.”18 He identifies two major contributing 

factors to the establishment of effective systems. The first is ultrastability, the key to viable 

performance. Beer defines a viable system as a system that is self‐sustaining, or survival worthy. 

It is not totally independent, as nothing in this world is, but he emphasizes that it is “autonomous 

within limits that are defined in terms of its own physiology.”19  

He gives the example of a computer. Although you cannot predict against all possible 

forms of instability, you can make moves to protect against instability. As he states: 

How do we deal with the unknown? We set up a programme of critical factors, and 
continuously test the computers effectiveness against those factors. If the test fails, we 
switch on the motors that will run the computer out of the building. We do not know why 
the building has been evacuated—but we do know that the computer is safe.20  
 

The second component he identifies in a viable system is recursivity, which means that the 

definition of a concept or process depends on a simpler or previous version of itself. He explains: 

If you can envision a model of viability that is universal, then it will be effective 
recursively. It will apply to whole industries, and to individual firms. It will apply to large 
towns, and to small villages. Putting together the issue of real‐time and of recursivity, we 
may conceive of a model in which continuous sampling recognizes incipient change 

 
16 Stafford Beer, “What Is Cybernetics?,” Kybernetes 31, no. 2 (March 2002): 209–19, 
https://doi.org/10.1108/03684920210417283. 
17 Della Thompson, The Pocket Oxford Dictionary of Current English (Oxford University Press, 1996). 
18 Beer, “What Is Cybernetics?”  
19 Beer, “What Is Cybernetics?” 
20 Beer, “What Is Cybernetics?” 

https://doi.org/10.1108/03684920210417283
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before it occurs—and is therefore subject to modification. …we do not try to build 
massive‐data bases, but selective and immediate responses.”21  
 

When analyzing the unique environment of tattoo studios, we can see how the legacies of 

previous systems, such as informational gatekeeping as a form of protection against restrictive 

dominant hegemonic forces, is a form of protection against instability that has not changed 

recursively to fit the new demands upon the system and thereby, the current forms of instability 

that exist for the industry. That is to say, forms of protection, particularly for the workers 

performing labour within tattooing, are no longer sufficient within the current industry and its 

demands. 

When we look at the model of “the purpose of a system is what it does” within the 

context of forms of systemic marginalization, we can begin to differentiate between historical 

legacy, intent, and impact. For example, we live within a society that holds many distinct and 

identifiable forms of ableism. We live in a world with legacies of this ableism. When a building 

is designed to be inaccessible, and it is sold, the new owner is holding and upholding the legacy 

of a system of ableism, whether or not they have any intent to discriminate against disabled 

people. When we talk about the pedagogy (i.e., the method and practice of teaching) of arts 

broadly, as well as tattoo studios, museums, galleries, and arts institutions that exist, we see 

systems that exclude disabled people. This can come in the form of physical building qualities, 

of the materials and supplies that employees and curators have access to, and in the planning and 

intent of events, exhibitions, and so forth. Similarly, tattooing education through apprenticeship 

holds important legacies of education and protections from criminalization and suppression, yet 

the systems in place no longer reflect the broadest benefits for workers. As such, tattooing 

 
21 Beer, “What Is Cybernetics?” 
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remains entrenched in both deliberate forms of exclusion and discrimination, as well as legacies 

of systems based on White, straight, hegemonic contexts. 

Drawing from the social justice movement of harm reduction, I argue that the application 

of harm reducing strategies is paramount to regulating the tattoo industry in Canada. Harm 

reduction is a set of principles and applied strategies that originate from an aim to reduce the 

negative consequences associated with drug use. The principles aim to acknowledge the realities 

of drug use and “minimize the harmful effects rather than simply ignore or condemn them,” 

emphasizing quality of life as the successful criteria for intervention rather than the cessation of 

drug use.22 Further, harm reduction contextualizes drug use within the “realities of poverty, class, 

racism, social isolation, past trauma, sex-based discrimination, and other social inequalities [that] 

affect both people’s vulnerability to and capacity for effectively dealing with drug-related 

harm.”23 It empowers drug users as the primary agents of reducing harm, rather than 

authoritatively deciding what strategies could benefit individuals.24 There are strong parallels 

between harm reduction strategies and the disability justice movement. This will be outlined 

further in Chapter 2, with both movements aiming to create change by emphasizing the 

autonomy and leadership of affected individuals in the creation of support strategies. As such, the 

protection of tattoo artists as workers, particularly those who are marginalized, should be 

approached through an ethos of harm reduction. 

Capitalist Economies and Precarity 

In the 2015 book The Mushroom at the End of the World, Anna Tsing argues the emphasis 

on modernization and development through forms of “stable employment” has remained 

 
22 National Harm Reduction Coalition, “Principles of Harm Reduction,” National Harm Reduction Coalition, 2019, 
https://harmreduction.org/about-us/principles-of-harm-reduction/. 
23 National Harm Reduction Coalition, “Principles of Harm Reduction.” 
24 National Harm Reduction Coalition, “Principles of Harm Reduction.” 

https://harmreduction.org/about-us/principles-of-harm-reduction/
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unrealized, leaving the majority of people in “irregular livelihoods” entwined with precarity.25 

Tattooing is one such form of a precarious livelihood. I argue that tattooing is a form of gig 

economy work, which is defined by Kimberly Jamie and Karel Musilek as “the growing section 

of the labour market that is characterized by freelance work rather than formal, contracted, and 

lifelong employment. In the gig economy, people undertake and are paid for discrete, one-off 

services (or gigs).”26 Tattoo artists predominantly work within studios, which are collective 

spaces that may be combined with body piercing, retail, or even hair salons or barber shops. 

Studio ownership varies greatly, from large-scale franchises which may have multiple owners 

depending on location, to individual studios, including private studios. Studio ownership is not 

conditional on being a tattoo artist; many large franchise studios are owned by non-tattooists. 

Within the ecosystem of tattoo studios, artists and body piercers are not considered typical 

employees, but rather something akin to a contractor or sub-contractor. Artists pay to rent studio 

space (commonly referred to as a “chair fee”), and each studio has their own approach to the 

artists’ financial booking with their clients—some run an internalized standardized system for 

payment and cashing out tips, while others rely entirely on the artist to coordinate this 

independently. Apprentices are not considered employees either, as the majority of 

apprenticeship is a trade-for-labour approach between the artist/studio and the apprentice. For the 

vast majority of studios, the only legal employees in a studio are the front desk attendant or 

studio manager—a secretarial role focused on booking clients, processing payment, and dealing 

with administrative work. The owner often has the broad responsibilities of buying and providing 

supplies (although this is also variable and negotiated), maintaining the workspace, and hiring or 

 
25 Anna Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins (Princeton 
University Press, 2015), 3.  
26 Kimberly Jamie and Karel Musilek, “Gig Economy,” in The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Sociology, ed. GRitzer 
(February 19, 2025), 1–4, https://doi.org/10.1002/9781405165518.wbeos1463.pub2. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/9781405165518.wbeos1463.pub2
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firing people (again, this is highly variable and context-specific per studio). Within the 

ecosystem of tattooing, tattoo artists are thereby renting space within a studio, as well as paying 

for supplies, and are entirely dependent on booking clientele to maintain their profession. Each 

tattoo can thereby be understood as a booked gig, and tattooing has significant overlap with other 

forms of freelance work found extensively in creative industries. As Jamie and Musilek explain, 

“…gig work is not simply another form of self-employment; instead, it sits on a somewhat fuzzy 

boundary between self-employment and traditional employment…” further elucidating that the 

indistinct and intangible classification of gig workers places them “…in a precarious and 

complex position with regard to employment rights.”27 Anna Tsing notes that precarity is often 

imagined as the exception to how our world works, but is instead a natural condition. She writes:  

What if precarity, indeterminacy, and what we imagine as trivial are the centre of the 
systematicity we seek? Precarity is the condition of being vulnerable to others. 
Unpredictable encounters transform us; we are not in control, even of ourselves. Unable 
to rely on a stable structure of community, we are thrown into shifting assemblages, 
which remake us as well as our others. We can’t rely on the status quo; everything is in 
flux, including our ability to survive. Thinking through precarity changes social analysis. 
A precarious world is a world without teleology. Indeterminacy, the unplanned nature of 
time, is frightening, but thinking through precarity makes it evident that indeterminacy 
also makes life possible.28 
 

Through this dissertation, the precarity of tattooing intersects with other assemblages of 

precarity, including the queer and disabled lived experience. The positive qualities of gig 

economy such as flexibility, responsiveness, independence from forms of dominant hegemonic 

social control found in many workplaces, and the ability to build flexible and non-traditional 

work schedules often align with queer/disabled experiences and demands.29 Gig work offers 

 
27 Jamie and Musilek, “Gig Economy.” 
28 Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World, 20. 
29 Jamie and Musilek, “Gig Economy.” 
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protection for queer workers—in the case of tattooing, the choice of clientele—and can 

circumvent barriers to work that many queer and visibly disabled workers face.30 

Indeterminacy within the space of tattooing is not a singularly negative quality.  

Reflexivity and the Gig Economy 

 My own participation in the gig economy has underscored my theoretical methods 

throughout the research and writing of this dissertation. I have engaged with a multitude of 

freelance gig work jobs both before and during this dissertation, most notably in my work as a 

personal support worker now specializing in queer-specific homecare, in my ongoing 

career/hobby as a model, in my intersections with working as a teaching assistant and contract 

lecturer, and my past intersection with tattoo apprenticeship and work in a tattoo studio, to name 

only a few. The kinship I feel with workers who similarly engage in forms of precarious work, 

often intersecting with the gig economy, has driven and informed my understanding of creative 

industries more broadly. In my own experiences working as a model, I have encountered a wide 

variety of gig economy based workers such as hairstylists, makeup artists, photographers, other 

models, and fashion designers who experience similar limitations and drawbacks of gig economy 

work. In a multitude of conversations with such professionals, as with tattoo artists, they 

nevertheless emphasized their ongoing passion and draw towards such fields of work. The 

creative generativity and collaboration between these professionals, as seen between tattoo artist 

and client, contributes an important personal factor to such professions that is often overlooked. 

The ability to facilitate and generate new forms of aesthetic expression exists outside capitalist 

systems of productivity; within my creative sphere as a model, many creatives participate in a 

 
30 Denny, “From Sex Work to Starbucks Strikes, This Is How LGBTQ+ Workers Are Surviving the Economic 
Storm,” Reckon, August 5, 2024, https://www.reckon.news/lgbtq/2024/08/from-sex-work-to-starbucks-strikes-this-
is-how-lgbtq-workers-are-surviving-the-economic-storm.html. 

https://www.reckon.news/lgbtq/2024/08/from-sex-work-to-starbucks-strikes-this-is-how-lgbtq-workers-are-surviving-the-economic-storm.html
https://www.reckon.news/lgbtq/2024/08/from-sex-work-to-starbucks-strikes-this-is-how-lgbtq-workers-are-surviving-the-economic-storm.html


   
 

   
 

14 

 

trade for print (TFP) context that allows for the generation of personal creative endeavors 

through a labour for trade model. Similarly, tattooing and apprenticeship relies on free and 

reduced rate tattoos to assist in the learning process. The education of tattooists relies 

predominantly on a labour for trade model and is one of the few remaining forms of 

apprenticeship and craft education to exist within contemporary times. Moreover, artists within 

the tattoo industry often participate in tattoo or art trades. I distinguish trade for labour from 

other models such as internships or co-op experiences offered to other professionals through a 

few key differences; creative trade is focused on the generation of art that exists outside of a 

capitalist demand. Internships instead promise the trade of labour with “experience” and the 

potential for professional reference, but this can hold less equitable payout for the intern than the 

business “employing” them and further places the intern in a highly subordinated role within the 

profession. Creative workers increasingly experience a variety of economic pressures that 

positions their creative force and skilled labour at sites of immense precarity. Further, institutions 

of secondary education in many creative industries often leave graduates without determined 

vocational prospects.31 This precarity is furthermore placed on the creative individual as a lack—

of skill, flexibility, experience, and market demand for their creative practice—that pressures the 

worker to cast broad nets for work and work constantly for any possibility of a gig that might 

appear. As arts and communication scholars George Morgan and Pariece Nelligan argue, “in the 

dispersed and fragmented setting of the gig economy, capital relies on workers being driven not 

by managerial diktat but by inner drive, the realization of talent or cultural urge. Work and life 

are thus fused.”32 Within a TFP or creative trade context, these are projects that equal creative 

 
31 George Morgan and Pariece Nelligan, The Creativity Hoax: Precarious Work and the Gig Economy (Anthem 
Press, 2018), 137. 
32 Morgan and Nelligan, The Creativity Hoax, 22. 
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professionals want to do that often exist outside of client demands—collaboration exists in 

opposition to the forms of labour that are requested by customers. It is important to distinguish 

and articulate how creativity manifests and is subverted, transformed, subsumed, or minimized 

by forms of capitalism. The trade or TFP relation stands in exception to the forms of worker 

exploitation often weaponized against creative fields. As articulated by Morgan and Nelligan, 

“corporations trade on the oft-expressed sentiment, ‘I’m doing what I love and I would do it 

whether or not I’m paid for it’ as a pretext for exploiting workers, and in the quest for innovation, 

and they seek the labour of those who push cultural boundaries.”33 

Research Participants 

  This dissertation engages with 13 participant interviews, each conducted as a semi-

structured, in-person oral interview that was recorded and transcribed. Twelve of the participants 

are current and established tattoo artists located in Southern Ontario, namely the Greater Toronto 

Region, London, Hamilton, Guelph, or Cambridge. The thirteenth participant, Ferdinand, is a 

tattoo and piercing studio owner for over twenty years, who has mentored significantly in the 

piercing industry. Eight of the participants are owners of a studio themselves, with a ninth 

participant tattooing individually outside of a studio context (that is to say, they do not own or 

work in a studio). Seven of the artists hold a post-secondary arts degree as well. It is also 

important to note that eleven of the twelve artists have been tattooing for at least five years or 

more, with multiple artists who have between ten to twenty years of experience in the industry.  

In my research, I chose not to ask participants to label or define themselves in any 

specific manner, in part as a confidentiality issue, but also to permit them to share what they felt 

comfortable with. Specific participant identities are not necessarily included within the case 

 
33 Morgan and Nelligan, The Creativity Hoax, 136. 
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study itself, unless this was discussed by the participant during the interview. As part of the semi-

structured interview method, questions pertaining to their experiences with queerness, disability, 

or racialization were only posed to interviewees who had disclosed this identity first. Most artists 

identified as both queer and disabled in some respect. Broadly, participant identities included 

both Queer cisgender men and woman artists, Queer Nonbinary, Transgender, and Two-Spirit 

artists, and an Asexual artist. With regard to disability, artists interviewed experienced a wide 

range of disabilities, including both physical and neurodivergent disabilities, with many artists 

experiencing more than one type of disability. Four artists identified themselves as racialized. 

Notably, terms used to address tattoo artists within this dissertation varies in part due to the 

language used by artists within the case studies. Terms used interchangeably include: tattoo 

artist, artist, tattooist, tattooer, and more expansively, body modification professional to connote 

workers that include tattoo artists, piercers, scarification workers, and cosmetic tattooists more 

broadly. 

As outlined further in the Case Study Structure section of my Literature Review and 

Methodology, this dissertation utilizes closed case studies to best preserve the integrity and 

context of the interview setting, particularly when working with a small sample size. Each case 

study is a close summary of the oral interview, with the inclusion of specific quotes that strongly 

explained or summarized an artists’ opinion. I have only interjected additional contextual 

information in a few extreme cases (such as part 2 of Petek with regard to studio Ink and Water 

closing) where there was significant need for additional context to make their argument 

understandable for an audience who is unfamiliar with the specifics of the Ontario tattoo scene. 

As each case study represents the individual conversation of each participant, there is repetition 

between case studies in terms of processes, opinions, and so forth. Despite each case study being 
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located within a chapter related to a specific theme, such as disability or queerness, each case 

study addresses a multitude of topics and opinions. This is in part due to the intersectional nature 

of their identities, and in part due to the structure of my questions, which included components 

such as their shop accessibility standards and their opinions on the tattoo industry more broadly. 

Analysis of opinions and perspectives of each artist is separated into discussion sections of each 

chapter, as well as the Conclusion. This structure was chosen to best preserve each participant’s 

lived experience as it informs their opinion on the industry and apprenticeship as a method. 

Further, it aims to acknowledge the differences in opinion between participants. Participants 

originate from learning methodologies including one-on-one apprenticeships with a mentor, 

apprentice farms34 or similar one-to-many apprenticeship situations, and largely self-taught or 

DIY methods (both in-studio and at-home).  

  

 
34 Apprenticeships in a studio without a specific one-on-one mentor-apprentice relationship; often includes multiple 
apprentices onboarded at the same time. 
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Literature Review and Methodology 

Tattoo artist Tamara Santibañez argues that tattooing has enormous potential to both 

empower and disempower its recipients.35 Despite the vital role that a tattoo artist plays in this 

process, scholarly research primarily focuses on the sociological, emotional, and even spiritual 

reasonings, motivations, and impacts of receiving a tattoo. As outlined in the Apprenticeship 

section of the Literature Review, academic scholarship is especially lacking on the impacts and 

process of apprenticeship as the primary teaching method for tattooing. Further, only a few 

journalistic endeavors have addressed the rapidly evolving role and acceptance of DIY tattooists, 

who were previously demeaned by the larger industry and colloquially referred to as 

“scratchers.” MarketResearch states that the near $4 billion-a-year revenue from the tattoo 

industry, defined as tattooing, body piercing, and tattoo removal, has doubled since 2007.36 

Further, Fortune Business Insights projects the tattoo industry will continue to increase in 

revenue by just under 10% a year, reflecting a continually growing market expansion.37 Tattoo 

consumers have similarly noticed the impacts: many artists have a concentrated high demand 

that has changed their business practices to “close books” for months on end, often only opening 

for new requests for a few days out of the year. This practice stands in stark contrast to the older 

tattooing model, where many artists relied primarily on same-day to same-month bookings and 

walk-in tattoos. With the tattoo industry quickly becoming one of the most lucrative and rapidly 

evolving arts industries, there is definitive need for research on the changes this arts industry is 

currently undergoing.  

 
35 Santibañez, Could This Be Magic? 
36 Ryan Cote, “Tattoo Industry Statistics: Is the Tattoo Industry Growing?,” Marine Agency, May 7, 2019, 
https://marineagency.com/industry-insight-how-is-the-tattoo-industry-doing/. 
37 Fortune Business Insights, “Tattoo Market Size, Share, Industry Forecast,” Fortune Business Insights, 2023, 
https://www.fortunebusinessinsights.com/tattoo-market-104434. 

https://marineagency.com/industry-insight-how-is-the-tattoo-industry-doing/
https://www.fortunebusinessinsights.com/tattoo-market-104434
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While both hegemonic Euroethnic art (as defined by Adrian Piper) and various forms of 

craft art were historically taught through apprenticeship, this mode of learning has largely 

disappeared within the last century due to a variety of factors. For other forms of visual arts, 

learning has been institutionalized through university and college programs that have further 

uprooted traditional artist workshop structures and privileged individualism. Many craft arts have 

lost their widespread utility due to industrialization and technological advancements, for 

example, wood engraving was replaced with photography in journalism. Heritage Crafts has 

identified a list of 244 endangered crafts in the United Kingdom, classified by risk of 

disappearance, that reflect the depth of knowledge that is at risk.38 Further, this reflects the deep 

impacts that both the rising cost of living, as well as the lack of funding towards both arts and 

crafts industries, will have on the quality and legacy of these practices.39 As such, there are few 

examples of sustained apprenticeship-learning models in modern art or craft industries, placing 

the tattoo industry in a unique position for research into the impacts and efficacy of 

apprenticeship as a learning method. As artist Dave Beech argues, the modes of production found 

in “fine art” have a history “distinct from handicraft, commerce and industry.”40 Beech argues 

the distinctions between art and craft slowly decreased alongside labour politics and feminist 

movements that criticized the diminishment of domestic labour within the 1970s, further 

reflected in the use of fibre crafts by feminist visual artists.41 Tattoos, which have previously 

been relegated to either a status of “low” art or craft, are now a multi-billion-dollar global artistic 

 
38 “The Red List of Endangered Crafts,” Heritage Crafts, March 15, 2017, https://heritagecrafts.org.uk/redlist/. 
39 Vanessa Thorpe, “‘Terrifying’ Cuts Are Killing Creativity in UK Arts, Warns Multiple Oscar Winner,” The 
Guardian, February 5, 2023, https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2023/feb/05/terrifying-funding-killing-creativity-
warns-multi-oscar-winner. 
40 Dave Beech, Art and Labour: On the Hostility to Handicraft, Aesthetic Labour and the Politics of Work in Art 
(Haymarket Books, 2020), 1. 
41 Beech, Art and Labour, 6; Elissa Auther, String, Felt, Thread: The Hierarchy of Art and Craft in American Art 
(University of Minnesota Press, 2010). 

https://heritagecrafts.org.uk/redlist/
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2023/feb/05/terrifying-funding-killing-creativity-warns-multi-oscar-winner
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2023/feb/05/terrifying-funding-killing-creativity-warns-multi-oscar-winner
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market that should be evaluated alongside other forms of fine art. As Heidi Kellett argues in her 

dissertation on tattoos and skin portraiture, “skin portraiture achieves a temporary, partial 

collapse of distance between bodies while privileging each body’s uniqueness and autonomy.”42 

Tattooing remains a unique artistic medium for aesthetic self-expression, self-portraiture, and 

commemoration. Chris William Martin, in his ethnographic research within a tattoo studio, found 

the compounding effects of the “artification” of tattoos alongside rising numbers of woman 

tattooists (raised with a gendered expectation to perform emotional labour) may contribute to a 

current cultural climate that “demands the arts become service-oriented, [which] perpetuates 

emotional labour.”43 Further, there is very little academic scholarship on how marginalized 

peoples and groups enter and operate in a dominant hegemonic arts industry centred in 

apprenticeship, particularly in the field of art history. As such, this is a unique research 

opportunity to evaluate the experiences of apprentice structured arts-based learning processes 

within a unique artistic field, as well as the ways in which made-marginalized groups can affect 

industry standards, practices, and quality of service.  

The structure of communication within the tattoo industry is predominantly oral. Due to a 

lack of governmental or structural regulations on tattooing, artists are forced to self-police 

industry standards and safety. Tattooing, as regulated by Health Canada, classified tattoo inks as 

cosmetics with very minimal federal regulation. Because of other competing public health 

priorities and a previous lack of evidence of safety problems specifically associated with these 

pigments, the FDA and Health Canada both traditionally have not exercised regulatory authority 

for colour additives on the pigments used in tattoo inks, while the EU has recently implemented 

 
42 Heidi Kellett, “Skin Portraiture: Embodied Representations in Contemporary Art” (PhD diss., Western University, 
2017), xii. 
43 Chris William Martin, “Tattooed Lives: The Indelible Experience of Meaning and Identity in Body Art” (PhD 
diss., Memorial University, 2018), 198. 
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the much stricter REACH regulatory system for tattoo inks, with higher standards for consumer 

safety.44 The regulation of tattooing within the professional industry is largely reliant on an 

apprenticeship system that self-polices through an honour code of professional behaviour. There 

are no regulations by Health Canada on who can buy a tattoo machine, needles, or ink. Further, a 

Bloodborne Pathogens Certificate in Canada is not mandatory for either traditional tattooing or 

cosmetic tattooing (such as microblading or permanent make-up), although it is highly 

recommended.45 While most tattoo studios require this certificate for tattooists to operate out of 

their studio, it remains part of the honour code, as this is not federally or provincially regulated 

and does not account for at-home tattooists. As a result of this honour code, social media 

platforms including Instagram and TikTok have been utilized over the past few years as a means 

for artists to communicate standards of tattooing and sterility to their customer userbase, and to 

publicly denounce artists who are potentially putting customers into an unsafe and unsanitary 

tattoo experience. For example, Guelph piercer Jason Friday has gone viral on TikTok for such 

types of education content.46 Further, these platforms have been instrumental in denouncing 

systemic issues of abuse and marginalization that journalism or print media has failed to address. 

For example, accounts like @dfwtattoopredators or @ tattoo.metoo on Instagram publicly 

identify piercers and tattooists who have been accused of or incarcerated for gender-based sexual 

violence and other similar behaviours. From a professional standpoint, tattooists continue to 

predominantly communicate standards and information through a word-of-mouth system. 

Similarly, regular customers often convey their own information and experiences with other 

 
44 “Tattoo Inks and Permanent Make-Up,” European Chemicals Agency, ECHA, January 2022, 
https://echa.europa.eu/hot-topics/tattoo-inks. 
45 Ryan Fretwell, “What Is a Bloodborne Pathogens Certificate & Where to Get It in Canada,” SNOB, July 26, 2019, 
https://snobinc.ca/blogs/news/what-is-a-bloodborne-pathogens-certificate-amp-where-to-get-it-in-canada. 
46 Anam Khan, “Guelph Piercer’s TikTok Blows up as He Fights Misinformation and Educates Youth,” Guelph 
Today, March 17, 2021, https://www.guelphtoday.com/local-news/guelph-piercers-tiktok-blows-up-as-he-fights-
misinformation-and-educates-youth-3549184. 

https://echa.europa.eu/hot-topics/tattoo-inks
https://snobinc.ca/blogs/news/what-is-a-bloodborne-pathogens-certificate-amp-where-to-get-it-in-canada
https://www.guelphtoday.com/local-news/guelph-piercers-tiktok-blows-up-as-he-fights-misinformation-and-educates-youth-3549184
https://www.guelphtoday.com/local-news/guelph-piercers-tiktok-blows-up-as-he-fights-misinformation-and-educates-youth-3549184
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tattooists during tattoo appointments that can further buoy this self-policing system. Word-of-

mouth remains the preferred method for finding and maintaining a clientele by many artists. 

Shop culture tends to favour close-knit work/friendship blending with less professional 

delineation than many other fields, as most tattooists and body piercers are not considered 

“employees” under a studio, but instead rent out studio space (and sometimes equipment) in a 

practice with a hierarchal balance closer to that of a consultant.47 As such, some academic 

scholarship fails to consider the nuance and detail of how tattooists communicate as an 

industry.48 For these reasons, oral history methodology presents a familiar communication style 

that reflects the verbal shared knowledge systems of tattooists.49  

The scope of this dissertation will focus predominantly on the personal experiences of 

queer and/or disabled tattoo artists in Ontario, Canada, in Turtle Island. First, it is important to 

distinguish the scope of the research as a Canadian study. Tattoo regulations and behaviour 

remain distinct between Canadian and American contexts, and most contemporary tattoo 

research has been directed towards the United States. For example, Canadian tattoos are 

regulated through Health Canada, while tattooing in the United States is regulated through the 

U.S. Food and Drug Administration.50 In addition, there are still differences in tattoo culture 

between different provinces, as well as a distinction between urban and rural forms of tattooing. 

The largest industry changes can be seen in major urban centres, such as the Greater Toronto 

 
47 There are exceptions to this system, but they are not standard practice. Most tattooists take home their entire 
hourly earnings as well as tips and pay a flat rate to rent out studio space. They file for Self-Employment Tax. 
Occasionally, studios take a percentage of earnings instead of flat rate, but this is not regarded as good practice. 
48 Demello, Bodies of Inscription. 
49 Valerie Raleigh Yow, Recording Oral History: A Guide for the Humanities and Social Sciences (Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2015). 
50 “Tattoos & Permanent Makeup: Fact Sheet,” Centre for Food Safety and Applied Nutrition, U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration, 2019, https://www.fda.gov/cosmetics/cosmetic-products/tattoos-permanent-makeup-fact-sheet; 
“Safety of Cosmetic Ingredients,” Health Canada, 2012, https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/consumer-
product-safety/cosmetics/labelling/safety-ingredients.html. 

https://www.fda.gov/cosmetics/cosmetic-products/tattoos-permanent-makeup-fact-sheet
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/consumer-product-safety/cosmetics/labelling/safety-ingredients.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/consumer-product-safety/cosmetics/labelling/safety-ingredients.html
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Area. A heightened demand for tattoos by a majority customer base that does not have previous 

experience with tattoo culture and custom has impacted how tattoos are sold, with higher 

numbers of studios fast-tracking professional visual artists to tattoo flash designs51 based only on 

their prior art style, rather than teaching artists how to tattoo a wide range of styles and designs. 

This new demographic of artists reflects fast-paced fashion consumerism trends found in other 

aesthetic fashion commodities and is directly linked to the increasing demand from a wider 

customer base for small tattoos (often deemed “Pinterest designs” due to the prolific number of 

generic, repeatable tattoo inspiration photos found on the site). While flash tattoos have always 

been a part of tattoo culture, with notable trends rising through the years such as tribal in the 

early 2000s or infinity signs in the early 2010s, this type of tattooing was often historically done 

by artists who still had a wide array of other tattoo styles and custom work. As such, the impact 

of apprentice farms reflects a new demographic of tattoo artists specifically built to cater to fast-

paced commodity consumption of generic tattoo designs. In addition, many of the artists who 

choose to enter through an apprentice farm structure are dedicated professional visual artists, 

often those who have completed post-secondary education in the visual arts. Taking on 

professional visual artists, as opposed to un-trained tattoo enthusiasts, pose a few benefits for 

tattoo mentors and studios alike. First, visual artists are already trained in design, drawing, and 

artistic theory, which is often taught through the first year of a traditional three-year tattoo 

apprenticeship. This allows studios to focus on teaching the technique of tattooing, reducing the 

overall apprenticeship time drastically. Second, visual artists often have highly developed visual 

 
51 Pre-drawn or pre-designed artwork that is sold “as-is” to customers. Most are not repeatable, meaning one person 
gets the tattoo design, but some are marketed as repeatable. Flash became popular as part of the American 
Traditional movement but has since become a staple in most forms of commercial tattooing. Flash designs are often 
promoted on studio walls, flash books, or online. Unlike custom designs, flash can be tattooed immediately and is 
therefore popular as a “walk-in” tattoo. 
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styles that create an excellent scaffolding for the development of pre-drawn flash designs, as well 

as an easily developed stylistic branding that requires the artists to learn less types of technique, 

further reducing education time. Many of these apprentice farm educated artists only tattoo in 

their specific visual style, rather than broadly tattooing in many styles. Finally, professional 

visual artists often have a pre-established brand and customer base. This is desirable for a studio, 

as it better guarantees their apprentices will already have experience in advertising on social 

media and will build their clientele more easily. As tattooing is a lucrative arts industry, many 

professional visual artists have begun to shift towards tattooing as their main (or sometimes, 

additional) source of income, which is further supported by the quick apprentice time 

experienced by the apprentice farm process. As such, this is an important and major shift in both 

who becomes a tattoo artist and how they learn the trade that is currently undocumented. 

 Regarding the demographics chosen for interviews, there are a number of distinct groups 

this dissertation will focus on. First, a few tattooists from any background who have experienced 

a traditional three-year tattoo apprenticeship (preferably in the American Traditional origin style) 

were interviewed as a type of control group to establish the historical standards for tattoo 

learning. As many of these participants are artists I know through a professional relationship, 

they will largely be from a White, cisgender perspective. Without previous literature to refer to, I 

aim to expand and explain what the hegemonic standards of learning within tattooing, often built 

by and for White men, have been. Second, a few artists from any background who have 

successfully, or unsuccessfully, mentored tattoo apprentices were interviewed to reflect the 

mentor’s perspectives and challenges to this style of learning. Following this established and 

contextualized baseline for the traditional structure of tattoo education, this dissertation 

predominantly interviewed 2SLGBTQIA+ and/or disabled tattoo artists. While race and tattooing 
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have an extremely complicated and important relationship that is intrinsically tied to the colonial 

settler White patriarchy origins of Western tattooing, this subject cannot be adequately explored 

in this project. This dissertation cannot adequately cover the breadth of experiences by racialized 

artists within the Canadian tattoo industry, which is a topic that deserves significant further 

research. With that said, my research approach remained an intersectional one that can 

accommodate the experiences and reflections of any participants who are both queer/disabled 

and racialized. Consequently, this dissertation will address some topics related to Indigenous 

ancestral tattoo revival as well as anti-Blackness and colourism in modern tattooing. My work 

addresses specific racialized identities and personal experience based on participant identity, 

creating a platform for these voices, but cannot fully address how all racialized identities are 

impacted by and operate under settler colonialism in Canadian tattoo industries. This research 

project can provide scaffolding and parallels of experience between marginalized identities that 

can support further research in tattooing concerning the impacts of race and ethnicity.  

The intersection between queer and disabled communities and body modification spans 

far back in Western tattooing history. As authors like Samuel Steward have shown, queer 

communities have been getting tattoos since before the 1950s. For example, the nautical star was 

a popular lesbian symbol in the 1940s and 1950s, that was hidden easily by a watch on the 

wrist.52 Their inclusion and acceptance by straight White male participants, however, was highly 

 
52 Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davis, Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold: The History of a 
Lesbian Community (Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2014), 189. 
“We can trace this phenomenon back to an evening of revelry in the late 1950s, when a few butches trooped over to 
"Dirty Dicks" tattoo parlor on Chippewa Street and had the tiny blue five-pointed star put on their wrists. Later, 
some of the fems of this group also go the idea one night and did it...The community views the tattoo as a definite 
mark of identification..."the Buffalo police knew [that] the people that had the stars on their wrist were lesbians and 
they had their names and so forth. That it was an identity thing with the gay community, with the lesbian 
community". The fact that the star tattoo was created by those who were firmly into roles, in fact by the group that 
was considered the butchy butches and their fems, suggest that the force to assert lesbian identity was strong enough 
to break through the existing traditions of boldness based in butch-fem roles. The stars presage the methods of 
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limited. Queer and disabled communities often related through (BD)SM spaces that introduced 

and popularized numerous body modifications and subcultures throughout the 1980s and 1990s. 

As Michael Atkinson and Deborah Davidson both note, more than half of tattoo acquisitions are 

commemorative in nature, and many of the people who get tattoos are related to specific 

subculture identities.53 This includes queerness, which has its own visual aesthetics and popular 

iconography. In the last decade, tattooing has gained unprecedented popularity, including among 

both mainstream audiences and specific demographics including queer and disabled clients. For 

the first time, we are seeing predominantly queer owned and run tattoo parlours become a 

common occurrence. The demand for tattoos, especially after 2020, has created significant strain 

on the system. In response to this demand, but also in response to the heightened interest and 

exposure of tattooing, we are similarly seeing an increase in the number of people who are 

attempting to enter the industry professionally. With the addition of many professional visual 

artists attempting to enter tattooing, competition for mentors has increased drastically. The 

demand for apprenticeships simply outweighs the number of mentors, and this may account for 

the increased acceptance of DIY taught artists in the industry. This rapidly changing ecosystem is 

an important and under-researched field of study. Further, the scholarship on both queer and 

disabled community inclusion into tattooing is a salient and previously unrecognized research 

area.  

This project has strong intersections with modern disability advocacy and justice by 

evaluating the current standards of accessibility in the industry and providing important 

 
identity created by gay liberation. In fact, the mark has become something of a tradition in local circles and has seen 
a revival since the 1970s." 
53 Michael Atkinson and Clovis Paulo Do Rocha, Tattooed: The Sociogenesis of a Body Art (University of Toronto 
Press, 2003); Deborah Davidson, The Tattoo Project: Commemorative Tattoos, Visual Culture, and the Digital 
Archive (Canadian Scholars, 2016). 
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information and examples on and examples of how to implement accessible standards in modern 

Western tattooing. By failing to provide proper accommodations, disabled people are pushed 

from public spaces by this modern (and historic) form of ableism. Despite the importance and 

significance of the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA), many public spaces 

have yet to implement the accessibility standards set by the Act. For example, a 2013 review of 

AODA compliance revealed 70% of private businesses with over twenty employees failed to 

comply with requirements set.54 In a more recent 2021 review, Statistics Canada found 73% of 

Canadians who had a disability still encountered “at least one barrier when interacting with 

organizations or businesses that are governed by federal law.”55 From both personal experience 

and conversation with disabled individuals, small businesses are some of the least compliant with 

AODA standards due to a lack of funding, as well as enforcement of regulations, with tattoo 

studios quite commonly remaining highly inaccessible for most physically disabled customers or 

tattooists. By interviewing disabled artists, this research centres important and underrecognized 

voices, as well as gives practical first-hand recommendations for change on an industry scale.  

There are four main research questions that this dissertation attempts to answer. First, 

what is the standard practice for tattoo apprenticeship, and what are the benefits or drawbacks of 

this method as a learning strategy? This question attempts to centre the normative procedure of 

apprenticeship as a learning strategy and build on scholarship relating to apprenticeship 

including work by Sheyda Ardalan, Ann Prentice Wagner, and Susie Nash.56 The research goal 

 
54 Laurie Monsebraaten, “Ontario Businesses Ignore Provincial Accessibility Law,” Toronto Star, November 18, 
2013, 
https://www.thestar.com/news/queenspark/2013/11/18/ontario_businesses_ignore_provincial_accessibility_law.html. 
55 “The Accessibility Experiences of Canadians with Disabilities, Difficulties or Long-Term Conditions within 
Federal Sector Organizations, 2021,” Statistics Canada, 2021, https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-
quotidien/210818/dq210818b-eng.htm. 
56 Sheyda Ardalan, “Apprenticeship in the Arts and Crafts of Iran: The Mentorship Practices of Four Masters” (PhD 
diss., Columbia University, 2009); Susie Nash, “The Workforce,” in Northern Renaissance Art (Oxford University 
Press, 2008); Ann Prentice Wagner, “The Graver, the Brush, and the Ruling Machine: The Training of Late-

https://www.thestar.com/news/queenspark/2013/11/18/ontario_businesses_ignore_provincial_accessibility_law.html
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/210818/dq210818b-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/210818/dq210818b-eng.htm
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associated with this question is to establish a rough “control” for the recent history of tattoo 

apprenticeship experienced in a hegemonic setting from both an apprentice and mentor 

perspective. By focusing on apprenticeship, this dissertation can extrapolate broader social 

conditions relating to tattooing and systemic issues by focusing on a microcosm for social 

control and community politics found within tattoo studios, as implemented by the hierarchy of a 

mentor and apprentice.  

Second, what are alternative methods for entering into the tattoo industry, and why are 

people implementing these strategies? Here, I aim to evaluate the impacts of the massive rise in 

demand for tattoos within the last three to five years, as well as the shift in how tattooists can 

successfully enter the industry. This question aims to find some of the main conditions that have 

caused tattooists to choose alternative methods of learning. It aims to explore how successful 

these methods were in comparison with a traditional apprenticeship. In particular, this section 

attempts to question how commodity culture, gig economy, and fast fashion adjacent practices 

have entered or affected the industry from an apprenticeship standpoint, such as the rising 

popularity of apprentice farms.  

Third, what are the experiences and recommendations of queer and disabled people in the 

Canadian tattoo industry? This question is the vital research question within my research project. 

Rather than focusing on the suffering that many marginalized individuals have experienced in the 

tattoo industry, I wish to focus instead on their recommendations for how the industry can be 

improved. The documentation and acknowledgement of the effects of systemic marginalization 

are an important part of research, but this does not meaningfully improve conditions for these 

 
Nineteenth-Century Wood Engravers,” Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Society 105, no. 1 (1995): 167-
191. 
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communities alone. As such, I aim to platform tangible recommendations that can be 

implemented both at an individual (studio or artist) level as well as a regulatory level.  

Fourth, in what ways has White, able-bodied patriarchy expressed hegemony in the 

system of tattooing, and how is it being subverted and challenged? This last question draws on 

research on women in tattooing by authors like Beverly Yuen Thompson.57 This question allows 

for an intersectional review of how tattooing has been impacted by new and more accessible 

entry points for wider demographics of tattooists and aims to specify their impacts on the 

industry. This question aims to highlight the similarities and differences in disability and queer 

justice between the broader visual arts, especially museum studies, and the tattoo industry 

specifically. 

Oral interviews can facilitate a moment of recognition and inspire participants to think 

about their actions and what they can do in the broader context of the industry. Further, shared 

authority research makes participants stakeholders in the conversation. Humanities research 

closely linked to identity politics can often rely on extractive research methods, which often 

remove lived context and knowledge that seems “irrelevant.” Oral history methods provide a 

scaffolding for the dissemination of contextual knowledge that is based in lived experience, 

including forms of embodiment. Further, intersectional research acknowledges that living with 

multiplicity cannot be so easily disentangled into neat categories. By structuring the research 

within a three-part frame, I aim to first identify the hegemonic standard of apprenticeship, reveal 

how 2SLGBTQIA+ and/or disabled apprentices are treated within this system, and lastly 

platform their recommendations for change on both individual and systemic levels. This research 

extrapolates both the strengths and weaknesses of an apprenticeship-based education model 

 
57 Yuen Thompson, Covered in Ink. 
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within the arts, which can be projected or compared with other arts industries and reveal broader 

impacts of systemic issues affecting the visual arts within Canada. 
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Literature Review 

As artist Adrian Piper argues, critical hegemony based in settler colonialism through 

formalist values produces the criteria for accepting art into an institutional setting.58 That is to 

say, the criteria for what mediums, styles, and types of art (“formalist values”) are considered the 

canon of art history is deeply affected by Western perceptions rooted in imperialism and 

colonialism (among other forces). These criteria form dominant hegemony (the dominance of 

political, economic, and cultural values of one group over another), which determines what 

artists and types of art are economically and institutionally platformed, recognized, researched, 

and taught. This is evidenced by our divisions of “art” and “craft,” and is furthermore present 

within tattooing, where specific styles of tattooing (particularly machine tattooing and American 

Traditional) are viewed as the cornerstone of the style. Informed by Piper, my research examines 

apprenticeships in contemporary Western tattooing with an emphasis on counter-hegemonic 

movements lead by queer and disabled artists. Using qualitative oral interviews with tattoo artists 

and apprentices foregrounded in an auto/biography methodology, I aim to examine the 

hegemonic structures of tattooing that uphold systemic inequalities alongside their opposing and 

alternate movements. By far, the predominant topic of scholarship of tattooing addresses global 

histories of tattooing, followed by Western histories of tattooing, but rarely addresses tattoos as 

an artistic field. Within the relevant existing scholarship, I explore the areas of research 

concerning marginality that have been addressed— including women in tattooing. Following 

this, I examine scholarship concerning trauma and tattoos as they relate to new movements 

towards accessible tattooing practices, followed by an exploration of apprenticeship in both art 

history and the tattoo industry. In my theoretical and methodological framework, I address the 
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method of auto/biography and its intersections with queer and disability studies, followed by a 

discussion of their application to my examination of apprenticeship and tattooing assemblages 

using an oral history methodology. 

History of Western Tattooing 

 White male patriarchy has highly influenced the practices and behaviours of both 

tattooists and customers. Historically, Western tattooing is most strongly associated with White 

men of a lower socio-economic class as an alternative form of status enhancement. Tattooing was 

often used as a form of rite of passage into White manhood, or acceptance into closed groups 

such as the military and the navy.59 As scholars Karen Halnon and Saundra Cohen, Samuel 

Steward, and Alan Govenar argue, working-class men have applied tattoos and tattooing as 

“alternative forms of status enhancement” because in the wider context of society, they were 

(and continue to be) restricted to low-status positions, lacking “recognition, respect, autonomy 

and control” compared to the middle and upper classes.60 Halnon and Cohen argue working-class 

male tattoos hence served as a means to challenge social hierarchy by creating alternative 

concepts of masculinity.61 

Tattooing practices by prisoners and sailors began in the eighteenth century, as did a 

racist intellectual movement against tattoo primitivism, aligning notions of tattoos with the lower 

classes, deviance, and Freak Shows.62 Sailor Jerry designs were the most common Western 

 
59 Steward, Bad Boys and Tough Tattoos. 
60 Halnon and Cohen, “Muscles, Motorcycles and Tattoos,” 41; Alan Govenar, “The Changing Image of Tattooing in 
American Culture, 1846-1966,” in Written on the Body: The Tattoo in European and American History (Reaktion, 
2000); Steward, Bad Boys and Tough Tattoos. 
61 Halnon and Cohen, “Muscles, Motorcycles and Tattoos,” 41-43. 
62 Ira Dye, “The Tattoos of Early American Seafarers, 1796-1818,” American Philosophical Society 133, no. 4 
(1989): 520-554; Rosemarie Garland Thomson, Freakery: Cultural Spectacles of the Extraordinary Body (New York 
University Press, 1996); Enid Schildkrout, “Inscribing the Body,” Annual Review of Anthropology 33, no. 1 
(October 2004): 319–44; Simon P. Newman, “Reading the Bodies of Early American Seafarers,” The William and 
Mary Quarterly 55, no. 1 (January 1998): 59-82. 
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tattooing practice (called American Traditional), which had racist and culturally appropriative 

designs. These precedents continue to be applied to this day. As Piper argues, artists are seldom 

taught to analyze the social and economic factors of art production, to look at their own 

ideological origins, and acknowledge the underlying lack of commitment to sensitivity found in 

Euroethnic art, especially towards race.63 Without any form of institutional education, these 

issues are often exacerbated within the tattoo industry. Furthermore, tattooing has had a 

continued association with criminality and deviance in the West, which has only recently begun 

to change.64 In the 1970s, Western tattooing saw a strong expansion of both design and tattoo 

styles, as well as the demographics of people getting tattooed, with many women drawing 

inspiration from Janis Joplin’s wrist tattoo, for instance. Despite this, many of the base 

conceptions of masculinity and toughness have continued their associations with tattoos in 

conscious efforts to exclude certain customers from shops.65 This demographic shift has been 

addressed by researchers Margo Demello, Mindy Fenske, and Michael Atkinson, who explore 

“the current middle-class repackaging of the tattoo,” with Demello particularly providing insight 

into the experiences of heavily tattooed women within the industry.66 Atkinson, in his formative 

sociological analysis of Canadian tattooing, explains why an increasingly high number of 

Canadians have gotten tattoos within the last few decades.67 Offering similar conclusions as 

Atkinson, Fenske positions body modification as simultaneously autonomous self-expression, 

often deviant, and based in oppressive social institutions and specific cultural ideology.68 That is, 

 
63 Piper, “Power Relations within Existing Art Institutions.” 
64 Jane Caplan, Written on the Body: The Tattoo in European and American History (Reaktion, 2000); Demello, 
Bodies of Inscription; Halnon and Cohen, “Muscles, Motorcycles and Tattoos;” Steward, Bad Boys and Tough 
Tattoos. 
65 Kloss, Tattoo Histories. 
66 Demello, Bodies of Inscription, 160. 
67 Atkinson and Do Rocha, Tattooed. 
68 Mindy Fenske, Tattoos in American Visual Culture (Palgrave Macmillan, 2015). 
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tattoos are a primary form of aesthetic self-expression, which convey social meanings both about 

the tattooed person, as well as to the tattoo recipient themselves. This form of aesthetic self-

expression can often soothe, resolve, or even publicly identify strong emotional attachments and 

ideologies that are important to the person, such as a semicolon tattoo to represent when a person 

could have ended their life but chose not to. Further, the individual may have wished to 

communicate their individuality or deviance from social norms or identify themselves with a 

particular social group (such as the punk scene or the queer community).  

With the rising popularity of tattooing in the last decades came the gentrification of 

tattoos; tattooing simultaneously exists as both a demotic practice from origins such as prison 

and “scratcher” (homemade) artists, as well as a gentrified high art practice aligned with the art 

market and art institutions.69 As Dannie Kjeldgaard and Bengtsson Anders state, “under 

conditions of late modernity, the body has come into focus and is considered as malleable and 

hence something that can be modified and improved. In this way, the body becomes an excellent 

site for expression of self-identity, a phenomenon Baudrillard (1998) discusses as ‘investing in 

the body’. The mass consumption of tattoos is one result of this increased interest in the body.”70 

Tattooing, as a functional alignment with middle-class capitalist consumption, has blended with 

consumerism to evolve into a type of fashion.71 As Josh Adams found in his analysis of the 

perceptions of cosmetic surgery, tattooing, and body piercing, public perceptions of tattoos have 

begun to shift from an association with deviance, gangs, and masculinity to a consumer practice 

 
69 Juliet Fleming, “The Renaissance Tattoo,” RES 31 (1997): 34. 
70 Dannie Kjeldgaard and Bengtsson Anders, “Consuming the Fashion Tattoo,” NA–Advances in Consumer Research 
32 (2005): 172. 
71 Laini Burton and Jana Melkumova-Reynolds, “‘My Leg Is a Giant Stiletto Heel’: Fashioning the Prosthetised 
Body,” Fashion Theory 23, no. 2 (February 14, 2019): 195–218; Youngmi Kim and Keysook Geum, “A Study on the 
Reception and Spread of Tattoo Fashion,” Journal of the Korean Society of Costume 66, no. 3 (April 30, 2016): 18–
31; Steven Martel and Jane Anderson, “Decorating the ‘Human Canvas’: Body Art and Your Patients,” 
Contemporary Pediatrics 19, no. 8 (2002): 86-101. 
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centred on self-expression and self-identity.72 Victoria Pitts-Taylor provides one of the most in-

depth histories of modern Western tattooing and subcultures, but also addresses the origins and 

reasons for the adoption of various Indigenous body modification practices by mostly White, 

middle-class Americans, branded “modern primitives.”73 Characteristic of White supremacy, 

many of the designs originate from culturally appropriative and exploitative origins, such as 

those of Fakir Musafar, who filched and misused heavy body modifications from Indigenous 

closed practices, or even Ed Hardy, who introduced Japanese style tattooing to White artists.74 

Appropriation is an inherent part of Western systems of tattooing often taken disingenuously 

from global Indigenous practices. The study of race and tattooing is a complicated issue due to 

the paradigm of research reflected in the scholarship of authors such as Lars Krutak, who 

acquired Indigenous ancestral tattoos without community permission.75 In August 2021, White 

settler scholar Krutak used social media to document himself getting the traditional closed-

practice Inuit women’s tattoos, or tunniit designs, administered by White tattooist Colin Dale, 

tagged in the post as @skinandbone.dk.76 Please see Figures 1 and 2 for evidence.  

 
72 Josh Adams, “Bodies of Change: A Comparative Analysis of Media Representations of Body Modification 
Practices,” Sociological Perspectives 52, no. 1 (March 2009): 103–29. 
73 Pitts-Taylor, In the Flesh. 
74 Fareed Kaviani, “The Untold Story behind the Father of Contemporary Body Modification Is One of Racial 
Exploitation | The4thWall,” The 4th Wall, January 9, 2021, https://www.the4thwall.net/blog/fakirmusafar; Don Ed 
Hardy, “Current Events,” in Tattoo History: A Source Book: An Anthology of Historical Records of Tattooing 
throughout the World (Juno Books, 2000). 
75 Gilbert, Tattoo History; Lars Krutak and Mark Poysden, Tattoo Traditions of Native North America: Ancient and 
Contemporary Expressions of Identity (LM Publishers, 2014); Pitts-Taylor, In the Flesh. 
76 Dale has continued to use what he describes as “Inuit symbols” in his work, notably the same Y-shaped design as 
seen in Krutak’s tattoo as recently as 2023. A post on @colindaletattoo from February 19, 2023 shows a work called 
“Raven Dancing,” which uses these symbols. 
Colin Dale, “Raven Dancing,” Instagram, February 19, 2023, https://www.instagram.com/p/Co1oOlxLzG3/. 
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Figure 1(left): Screenshot of the deleted post by Lars Krutak on Instagram depicting a video of 
him receiving a design used in closed-practice Inuit women’s tattooing, called tunniit. August 
2021. 

Figure 2 (right): Screenshot of the second half of the post’s text, including comments by 
prominent Inuk artist and writer Tanya Tagaq. August 2021. 

 



   
 

   
 

37 

 

This resulted in prominent Inuit artists and community leaders expressing non-supportive views 

of his use of sacred and closed practice Inuit traditions. This incident reflects the unfortunate 

precedents set by anthropological and ethnographic tattoo research done by White researchers. 

Women & Marginalized Identities in Tattoo Contexts 

 As positioned by Karen Leader, it is critical to approach tattoos, particularly those 

acquired by women and other marginalized groups, as a shared cultural experience rather than a 

symptom of deviancy or a fad.77 Women with extensive body art often invoke social sanctions 

and experience inequity due to expectations concerning the performance of binary gender.78 

Drawing on similar conclusions found in Josh Adams’ work, Vitor Sérgio Ferreira asserts that the 

heavily tattooed body is still treated as an object or subject outside of normativity; the 

engagement of young people in this permanent body modification project represents an 

embodied struggle for the maintenance of a desired subjectivity and a search for identity.79 

Scholars such as Sinah Theres Kloss, Mary Kosut, Beverly Yuen Thompson, and Verena Hutter 

advance the argument that North American tattooing is increasingly being used as a tool for 

“political resistance against misogynist ideologies and social structures of oppression” by women 

and queer gender non-conforming people.80 Women’s tattooing, Mary Kosut argues, has 

frequently been framed as women taking “ownership and control over their own [body] by 

rejecting capitalist patriarchal proscriptions that define and regulate the appearance of the female 

body.”81 Despite a number of such positive attributes that tattooing can provide for women, 

 
77 Karen Leader, “‘On the Book of My Body’: Women, Power, and ‘Tattoo Culture,’” Feminist Formations 28, no. 3 
(2016): 174–95. 
78 Ara, “The Public Self and the Perceived Competence of Visibly Tattooed Women as Higher Education 
Administrators,”; Pitts-Taylor, In the Flesh. 
79 Vitor Sérgio Ferreira, “Becoming a Heavily Tattooed Young Body,” Youth & Society 46, no. 3 (November 15, 
2011): 303–37. 
80 Kloss, Tattoo Histories. 
81 Mary Kosut, “Tattoo Narratives: The Intersection of the Body, Self‐Identity and Society,” Visual Sociology 15, no. 
1 (January 2000): 97. 
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increased societal tolerance towards tattooed bodies exists within clearly delineated gender 

roles.82 Yuen Thompson, in her interviews with heavily tattooed women, also makes an important 

distinction: “As tattooing soars in popularity, it is not transgressive for women to have one, or 

even four, small tattoos hidden somewhere on their body, or perhaps even publicly visible, as 

long as it has at least two of the three categorizations in the mantra ‘small, cute, and hidden’.”83 

Ayngelia Ara found that among higher education administrative workers, visibly tattooed women 

experienced discrimination through cultural stigmas and restraints.84 Alongside more expected 

cultural reception to heavily or visibly tattooed women, Alison Waller, in her qualitative research 

on female tattooists, found significant barriers not only on entry and apprenticeship for female 

tattooists, but a continual lack of equal treatment in the workplace.85 Yuen Thompson, in her 

interviews with woman tattooists, also notes the significance of formal means of combatting 

gendered discrimination in other male-dominated industries, but tattooing has no such points of 

regulation within the tattoo industry. She further underscores the importance of prior formal art 

training as a means for women to break into the field without an industry-regulated 

apprenticeship program.86 Both Silvia Federici and Waller hold similar conclusions that question 

how feminism can succeed within a system of patriarchal oppression, and that women’s 

oppression has been utilized under capitalist and colonial strategies of dominance, expansion, 

and accumulation.87 As Waller writes, “women typically enter the profession with the help, 

 
82 Verena Hutter, “‘I Just Want It to Look Pretty’: Reproducing Heteronormative Gender Roles through Tattoo 
Reality Tv: Miami Ink,” in Tattoo Histories: Transcultural Perspectives on the Narratives, Practices, and 
Representations of Tattooing (Routledge, 2020): 34. 
83 Yuen Thompson, Covered in Ink: 45. 
84 Ara, “The Public Self and the Perceived Competence of Visibly Tattooed Women as Higher Education 
Administrators.” 
85 Waller, “The Art of Misogyny.”  
86 Yuen Thompson, Covered in Ink, 123-125. 
87 Silvia Federici, Caliban and the Witch: Women, the Body and Primitive Accumulation (Autonomedia, 2004).  
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mentorship—and thus permission—of men.”88 My research will focus on the method of 

apprenticeship as one of the keystone elements in the propagation of systemic injustices, as 

apprenticeships are both an important and unique form of learning, but also generate ample 

opportunities for abuse. 

Trauma and Tattoos 

Trauma can be understood as an interference with the body’s homeostatic equilibrium, 

wherein the response to instability is insecurity, which creates heightened self-awareness and 

bodily dissociation.89 As Deborah Davidson argues, “...tattoos can be understood as memory 

externalized through the relationship of memory, trauma, and one’s body.”90 Davidson’s research 

estimates between 50% to 80% of tattoos are commemorative in nature; choosing to remember 

trauma through a wound obtained by choice allows people to remake meaning under one’s own 

control.91 Andreas Kitzmann notes that “commemorative tattoos occupy a type of liminal space 

between the interiority of the mind and the exterior yet highly personal space of the body.”92 

Kitzmann’s discussion of trauma highlights the narrative function of a tattoo both as a personal 

reflection, but also as a means to discuss difficult subjects with those interested.93 When dealing 

with trauma, PTSD, and mental illness, patients can struggle to receive treatment, medication, 

and disability support, including funding and personal care, due to the invisible nature of such 

illness and the lack of systemic and structural supports needed for accommodation.94 Studies 

 
88 Waller, “The Art of Misogyny,” 8. 
89 Corie Hammers, “Corporeality, Sadomasochism and Sexual Trauma,” Body & Society 20, no. 2 (March 19, 2013): 
68–90. 
90 Deborah Davidson, “Tattoos and Trauma: Why We Commemorate.” YouTube, 2020. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5OjrSytXeMA. 
91 Davidson, “Tattoos and Trauma.” 
92 Davidson, The Tattoo Project: 41.  
93 Davidson, The Tattoo Project. 
94 “Invisible Disabilities Pose Challenges for Those Silently Suffering,” Cuming & Gillespie Lawyers, May 2022, 
https://www.cuminggillespie.com/blog/serious-personal-injury/invisible-disabilities-pose-challenges-for-those-
silently-suffering/; Anne Levesque and Ravi Malhotra, “The Dawning of the Social Model? Applying a Disability 
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have demonstrated that individuals with multiple and visible tattoos are more likely to have a 

mental health diagnosis; but, further, also score significantly higher than non-tattooed people in 

high self-esteem and personal power, and have lower scores of anxiety and insomnia, indicating 

tattoos may play an important role in the process of healing and the construction of positive self-

perceptions.95 Chloe McCandlish and Mark Pearson indicate tattoos can function as a way to 

regain a sense of control, agency, and identity after experiencing significant trauma or mental 

health problems and suggest that “tattoos might represent [recipients’] ongoing struggle to find 

words which adequately express the complexity of their embodied experience.”96 Invisible 

trauma can remain insidious and unacknowledged by conventional mental health treatments. Jen 

Brockman asserts that survivors of sexual trauma or assault often turn to body modification as 

the first point of healing before more conventional steps like therapy, situating tattooing within a 

larger political and social imperative.97 Davidson notes that tattooing can be a way to feel pain 

again, in a controlled and safe setting, after being numb.98 

Tamara Santibañez argues that tattooing itself is a traumatic process for the body, and that 

tattoo artists should understand and accommodate clients in a space of physical and emotional 

vulnerability.99 Furthermore, trauma-informed tattooing intersects with many forms of 

accessibility by giving the client agency and control over the tattoo environment and process. 

 
Lens to Recent Developments in the Law of Negligence,” McGill Journal of Law and Health 13, no. 1 (2019): 4-5, 
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95 Russ Curtis et al., “Ink-Ling of Identity: Unraveling Tattoo Culture for Mental Health Counselors,” The 
Professional Counselor 14, no. 3 (December 2024): 241–54, https://doi.org/10.15241/rc.14.3.241. 
96 Chloe McCandlish and Mark Pearson, “Tattoos as Symbols—an Exploration of the Relationship between Tattoos 
and Mental Health,” The Journal of Mental Health Training, Education and Practice, 18, no. 3 (2023): 217-227, 
https://doi.org/10.1108/jmhtep-07-2022-0057. 
97 Jen Brockman and Tim Gerdes, “Trauma Informed Body Modification,” in BMXnet: Body Modification Exchange 
Network, 2021. 
98 Davidson, “Tattoos and Trauma.” 
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Technical approaches such as trauma-informed tattooing are the first concrete step forward in 

recognizing and constructing new methodologies of tattooing that allow new people into the 

system of tattooing, as well as provide intersectional safe spaces. For example, Calgary-based 

artist Janeen Scott is a co-owner and tattooist who has created a trauma-informed and consent-

based tattoo studio based on her experiences of sexual harassment in the industry. She states:  

When clients book, they are offered an intake form that includes a section to disclose 
pronouns as well as sensitivities they might have, like a need for privacy or accessibility 
accommodations. Clients can choose to have a safe word or hand gesture that they can 
use to stop the tattooing process for any reason without being embarrassed.100  
 

Artists from DIY backgrounds, such as Massachusetts-based stick-n-poke trauma-informed 

artists Julia Suh and Audrey Scalese, also emphasize the importance of their booking form as a 

basis for staying aware of clients’ potential triggers or sensitivities individually. Suh provides an 

anonymous feedback form that allows them to make corrections or adjustments based on client 

suggestions.101 Santibañez, in her trauma-informed tattooing workshop, emphasizes the 

importance of clear communication methods based in client consent that build trust with those 

getting tattooed and consider or prepare for client needs outside of what the client or artist may 

anticipate.102 

Apprenticeship 

 Scholarship on apprenticeship in art history revolves largely around historical accounts of 

apprenticeship in systems of production that no longer exist, as seen in the research by Ann 

Prentice Wagner, Kazuo Ishiguro, or Susie Nash.103 Several scholars have reviewed the structures 
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102 Tamara Santibañez, “Trauma Informed Tattooing Workshop,” 2021. 
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and strengths of apprenticeship as a learning system. Richard Sennett, Gerry Williams and John 

Singleton have broadly examined modern craft apprenticeship, while Kelly Nicole Denisson and 

Kehinde Christopher Adewumi bring important critical analysis to the practical application of 

apprenticeship in modern contexts.104 As tattoo apprenticeship continues to be the predominant 

form of passing the craft onwards, these sources inform and establish the impact of the 

apprenticeship system as a method of teaching tattooing. 

Apprenticeship is a system of training that revolves around a system of viewing and 

emulating skilled craft labour and continues to be one of the most effective teaching methods for 

learning technique. While apprenticeship systems have largely disappeared in many craftart and 

art workshop contexts in the West, tattooing has consistently depended on apprenticeships to 

teach and expand the trade. Thomas Grant Wynn and Frederick L. Coolidge argue that the 

acquisition of tool use skills through shadowing, where the apprentice watches the master 

perform the steps of the craft, activates mirror neurons. These motor neurons fire when an action 

is observed and teach humans how to perform a skill at a rapid rate in comparison with a 

linguistic description of the task.105 As John Singleton notes, “A common Japanese expression 

refers to such bodily learning as karada de oboeru (learning by the body). It is a phrase that is 

regularly applied to potters at the wheel, ama searching the reef for abalone, auto mechanics, and 

people explaining the significance of the practice forms (hata) of the martial arts.”106 In 

comparison, formal education institutions often separate knowledge and experience, leaving 

 
104 Kehinde Christopher Adewumi, “From Apprenticeship to Freedom: An Analysis of Art Workshop Trends in 
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Richard Sennett, The Craftsman (Penguin UK, 2009); John Singleton, Learning in Likely Places: Varieties of 
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significant gaps in skill acquisition through hands-on instruction and practice.107 As Larry 

Spence argues, university institutional teaching has low rates of information retention and 

student success; instead, it teaches and sorts students on “docility and verbal facility.”108 In his 

analysis of art workshop trends in Africa, Christopher Kehinde Adewumi argues that workshops 

provide a collaborative and innovative platform for artists in part due to the fundamental changes 

to operative methodology since the colonial era.109 As Adewumi indicates, there is a significant 

limitation to apprenticeship: “the absence of individuality in the art workshops of the colonial era 

resulted in the presentation of [artwork] from a single ideological source.”110 Due to these 

imperialistic and colonial impositions on artistic individuality, there was a similar transition in 

Western art to Academies and other institutional methods for teaching visual arts that has 

continued to this day.  

 The basic structure of an apprenticeship is remarkably similar between different art or 

craft types.111 Susie Nash outlines the core duties of an apprentice as follows: training begins 

with learning to draw, the preparation of paints and pigment, as well as cleaning the shop. As 

they improved, they would copy works in progress and finally advance to working on parts of 

the paintings themselves, with masters always finishing the hands and faces.112 Ann Prentice 

 
107 Talya Fuchs, “Research Informing the Practice of Museum Educators: Diverse Audiences, Challenging Topics, 
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110 Adewumi, “From Apprenticeship to Freedom,” 101. 
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long as twelve. In comparison with a traditional apprenticeship in Iran, there is significant overlap in terms of age of 
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Wagner’s analysis of wood engraver apprenticeships follows the same core duties: over the four 

year apprenticeship, they ran errands, cleaned, and practiced graving with small bits of wood—it 

was unusual to be successful immediately, so apprentices began with facsimile lines before 

eventually moving to the gray tones found in actual block transfers.113 As Sheyda Ardalan 

argues, “years of experience watching, copying, and learning from the craftartist” embodies a 

“complex of interactive processes which supplies a model for learning.”114 As Greg Downey, 

Monica Dalidowicz, and Paul H. Mason note in their analysis of apprenticeship as ethnographic 

anthropological practice, this method has the distinct opportunity to “perceive the mechanisms of 

enculturation.” They note, “Loïc Wacquant calls training ‘pedagogical work’, and suggests that, 

‘If you want to pry into habitus, then study the organized practices of inculcation through which 

it is layered.’”115 Apprenticeships not only teach physical skills and abilities that would be 

difficult or impossible to impart through verbal instruction, but they also convey social and 

cultural values of the art or craft industry. Musician Robert Fripp states: 

The craftsperson knows that, in a sense, they are their craft: they are the embodiment of 
the particular forces and qualities which make the craft recognisable. A craft brings 
together two incompatible worlds: the noumenal and the phenomenal. This 
incompatibility is reconciled within the life and working of the craftsperson.116  
 

By understanding craft as a force with a greater degree of impact on lived experience, we can 

ascertain the importance and intangibility of learning such methods through institutional 

approaches. As Wagner summarizes, “The best instruction came from observing the master at 

work, not instructions.”117 Kelly Nicole Denisson, in her dissertation on art education, found 

 
113 Wagner, “The Graver, the Brush, and the Ruling Machine,” 175-6.  
114 Ardalan, “Apprenticeship in the Arts and Crafts of Iran,” 11-12. 
115 Greg Downey, Monica Dalidowicz, and Paul H. Mason, “Apprenticeship as Method: Embodied Learning in 
Ethnographic Practice,” Qualitative Research 15, no. 2 (July 30, 2014): 183–200. 
116 Robert Fripp, The Guitar Circle (Panegyric Publishing, Discipline Global Mobile, 2022). 
117 Wagner, "The Graver, the Brush, and the Ruling Machine,” 176-177. 
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teacher-centred classroom art education without a culturally relevant approach “do[es] not 

engage students in self-reflective active learning or critical inquiry, they also do little to promote 

student collaboration.”118  

 The communication of these social and cultural values to the apprentice conveys bad 

behaviours, habits, and misinformation, which is spread through generations. The “the 

consequential lack of individuality that accompanied the apprenticeship model workshops,” 

Adewumi argues, is an extension of colonial oppression and subjugation of colonised subjects.119 

This power differential and hierarchical structure can lead to abuse, as the apprentice’s ability to 

perform and learn is largely reliant on the master. Apprentices that are not progressing 

appropriately may be forced to stay with their mentors and could be used as a source of cheaper 

or free labour—historically, this occurred to Benjamin Franklin as a printmaking apprentice.120 

Therefore, it is evident that the success and progression of the apprentice is highly dependent on 

the mentor and their commitment to teaching the apprentice properly. 

 Literature on traditional tattooing apprenticeships is primarily instructional in nature and 

predominantly focusses on structure and the tasks assigned throughout the process.121 

Apprenticeships follow a consistent timeline and practice that reflects the aforementioned 

patterns established in most artistic apprenticeships. Most tattoo apprenticeships advance through 

three periods of learning: the first is spent shadowing artists, cleaning and running chores for the 

shop, and practicing drawing skills; the second period is spent learning how to tattoo, which is 

often done primarily on fake skin or their own skin, followed by offering free tattoos generally 

 
118 Denisson, “Re-Thinking Apprenticeship in Art Education,” 34. 
119 Adewumi, “From Apprenticeship to Freedom.” 
120 Ardalan, “Apprenticeship in the Arts and Crafts of Iran,” 52. 
121 There are a distinct lack of academic sources relating to tattoo apprenticeship. Indeed, most of my expertise 
comes from my own experience entering an apprenticeship; I have included sources that corroborate the oral 
knowledge imparted to me during this experience. 
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on friends and family; and in the third period, progresses to providing free or low-cost apprentice 

tattoos for other people, sometimes followed by “junior artist” tattoos at a reduced rate.122 As 

tattoo artist Adam McDade outlines, much like any other apprenticing system, the beginning 

components teach tattoo apprentices the booking system, tattoo processes like set-up and break-

down of the artist’s station, and proper hygiene procedures.123 Since there are almost no official 

qualifications or limitations on who can tattoo, the importance of a proper education on hygiene 

and technique rests almost solely on the mentor and the tattoo studio—and as the Evolved Body 

Art studio curriculum shows, there is an extensive list of sanitation procedures to learn.124  

Although scholarly attention has not been paid to abuse in this system, popular press 

accounts have addressed that this system leads to continued abuse. The allegations by a number 

of high-profile racialized and/or queer tattooists who had previously apprenticed at the Toronto 

shop Ink and Water accused mentors of ongoing harassment and abusive behaviour towards 

marginalized apprentices.125 These allegations are not unique; they present an alarming pattern of 

behaviour towards apprentices that stems from what some might call “earning your stripes” in 

the industry. Consistently, hazing and abuse towards apprentices has been normalized, with these 

behaviours becoming increasingly severe towards women, 2SLGBTQIA+, or racialized 

people.126 In addition, popular tattoo studios like Ink and Water, Flow Tattoo, or Chronic Ink 

have been colloquially labelled “apprentice farms” for their apprenticeship programs, which 

 
122 “How Long Is a Tattoo Apprenticeship?,” Tattooing 101, May 19, 2022, https://tattooing101.com/learn/tips-
advice/how-long-is-apprenticeship/. 
123 “Puncturing the Surface - the Early Stages of a Tattoo Apprenticeship,” Adam McDade, 2017, 
http://adammcdade.weebly.com/beyond-the-epidermis-research-blog/puncturing-the-surface-the-early-stages-of-a-
tattoo-apprenticeship. 
124 “Apprentice Tattoo Artist Curriculum,” Evolved Body Art, April 2022, 
https://www.evolvedbodyart.com/studio/apprentice-tattoo-artist-curriculum/. 
125 Vegas Ink, “Response to Ink and Water Transcript.” 
126 Megan Devlin, “An Instagram Account Is Calling out Predatory Canadian Tattoo Artists,” Daily Hive, July 9, 
2020, https://dailyhive.com/vancouver/predatory-tattoo-artists-callout; Beverly Yuen Thompson, Covered in Ink: 
Tattoos, Women, and the Politics of the Body (New York University Press, 2015); Waller, “The Art of Misogyny.” 

https://tattooing101.com/learn/tips-advice/how-long-is-apprenticeship/
https://tattooing101.com/learn/tips-advice/how-long-is-apprenticeship/
http://adammcdade.weebly.com/beyond-the-epidermis-research-blog/puncturing-the-surface-the-early-stages-of-a-tattoo-apprenticeship
http://adammcdade.weebly.com/beyond-the-epidermis-research-blog/puncturing-the-surface-the-early-stages-of-a-tattoo-apprenticeship
https://www.evolvedbodyart.com/studio/apprentice-tattoo-artist-curriculum/
https://dailyhive.com/vancouver/predatory-tattoo-artists-callout
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expedite the learning process, cut corners, and allegedly run as short as six or nine months.127 As 

one of the few Western art or craft industries that still rely on apprenticeships, this places the 

tattoo industry in a unique position for art historical scholarship. Tattooing has been 

predominantly ignored as an arts practice and like other forms of craft and “folk” art traditions, 

has been relegated to the sidelines of art historical scholarship. 

  

 
127 Vegas Ink, “Response to Ink and Water Transcript”; personal conversation with a tattoo artist who apprenticed 
through Flow Studio.  
This is also without mentioning outright scams happening in the industry: unpaid internships, tattoo apprenticeships 
that require the apprentice to pay for education, and tattoo “schools” or online training modules that trick interested 
or desperate people into paying for courses that won’t establish them as real tattooists. The most recent version of 
this may be “Tattoo People Academy” by Tattoo People studio in Toronto—this approximately $6,000, 2-month 
course promised an opportunity to work in (or, actually apprentice in) their studio after completion and was heavily 
criticized by tattoo artists and removed within 48 hours of announcement. Even websites like Tattooing 101, one of 
the only sites that has information on tattoo apprenticeships, is an online “tattooing school,” selling a 10-day 
“beginner” course for $197 or an “artist accelerator” course for $597. 
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Methodological Framework 

My primary research sources include in-person oral interviews with Canadian tattoo 

artists, located primarily in the Greater Toronto Region. My research methodology is grounded in 

an auto/biographical and autoethnographic participant research approach as utilized by Gayle 

Letherby and Deborah Davidson.128 This approach foregrounds a reflexive ontology that 

acknowledges the interdependence of enterprise between life experience and social research, 

reflecting my experiences as a tattoo apprentice who faced homophobic and misogynist 

discrimination.129 Furthermore, it was vitally important to ground my methodology in 

intersectionality; many tattooists have multi-faceted identities that can compound industry issues 

and create greater barriers to access. As Sasha Kruger and Sayantani DasGupta note, critical 

embodiment “centering race gender, disability, fatness, and queerness in autobiography” allow 

the research method to be political, in contrast with the commodified version now used by 

companies and institutions.130 While there is considerable scholarship on the history of tattooing 

and sociological reasons for tattoo acquisition, there are severe gaps in the literature regarding 

the modern tattoo industry and its apprenticeship system. Further, few authors publishing on 

apprenticeship more broadly, besides Adewumi and Wagner, have considered the impact of 

trauma, disability, and gender on both who becomes an apprentice and how apprentices succeed 

or fail within a system that is predicated entirely on the moral standing of their mentor.  

As Svend Brinkmann notes, the semi-structured interview holds the most “dialogical 

potentials for knowledge production that are inherent in human conversations” by allowing the 

 
128 Deborah Davidson, “Reflections on Doing Research Grounded in My Experience of Perinatal Loss: From 
Auto/Biography to Autoethnography,” Sociological Research Online 16, no. 1 (February 2011): 1–8. 
129 Pamela Cotterill and Gayle Letherby, “Weaving Stories: Personal Auto/Biographies in Feminist Research,” 
Sociology 27, no. 1 (February 1993): 67–79. 
130 Sasha Kruger and Sayantani DasGupta, “Embodiment in [Critical] Auto|Biography Studies,” A/B: 
Auto/Biography Studies 33, no. 2 (May 4, 2018): 483-485. 
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interviewer to organically focus on conversation topics as they arise.131 The structure helps 

reduce the prejudices created by a rapport-filled interview, that may incite interviewees to 

modify their answers to an expectation they feel is required by the interviewer.132 As sociologist 

Judith Stacey argues, “ethnographic writing is not cultural reportage, but cultural construction, 

and always a construction of self as well as of the other.”133 Further, it is important to maintain 

that qualitative research is inductive; the multiplicity of variables and their relationships are 

considered within life context.134 In particular, the field of oral history reflects the values of 

auto/biography by capturing the experiences of both average and marginalized individuals, who 

have predominately been absent from the more traditional archive.135 Valerie Raleigh Yow’s 

book, Recording Oral History, provides a nuanced guide to both the critical structures and 

application of the oral history method with the specific position that the interviewer see the work 

as a collaboration—this dynamic is termed “shared authority.”136 This concept is further 

expanded by Daniel Kerr, who notes the importance of building a research structure that allows 

space for collective discussion of both the research material and analysis with participants, which 

further breaks down colonial hierarchical structures of “scientific research” foregrounded in 

objectivity.137 Angela Davis, Andrea Hajek, and Laura King, in addressing the importance and 

 
131 Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research, 5th ed. (Sage, 2018), 
1002. 
132 Denzin and Lincoln, The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research, 1010, 1014. 
133 Norman K. Denzin, Interpretive Ethnography: Ethnographic Practices for the 21st Century (Sage, 1997), 250-
289. 
134 Sharan B. Merriam, Case Study Research in Education (Jossey-Bass, 1991), 6-7. 
135 Anna Sheftel and Stacey Zembrzycki, “Who’s Afraid of Oral History? Fifty Years of Debates and Anxiety about 
Ethics,” Oral History Review 43, no. 2 (September 2016): 345. 
136 Valerie Raleigh Yow, Recording Oral History: A Guide for the Humanities and Social Sciences (Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2015), 5-8, 11. 
137 Daniel Kerr, “‘We Know What the Problem Is’: Using Oral History to Develop a Collaborative Analysis of 
Homelessness from the Bottom Up,” The Oral History Review 30, no. 1 (January 1, 2003): 27–45. 
“Helen Longino argues that all science is influenced by background assumptions that shape our questions and 
influence our interpretations of data. Rather than foregoing empiricism and peer review, Longino argues that a 
scientific community is closer to objectivity when it is more inclusive and democratic. Acknowledging that theories 
can never attain the status of "single truth," Longino contends, "We can nevertheless rank theories as to their 
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impact of gender on oral history research, highlight the importance of intersubjectivity, or: “the 

sense of self constructed in an interview situation by both the interviewer and the interviewee. 

The interview thus forms a moment through which two people (or more) work through a process 

of constructing a sense of self, and where the interviewer plays an active role,” reflecting 

Stacey’s perspective as well.138 As Steven High argues, oral history methodology is explicitly 

appropriate for dissertation research as it creates shared authority between researcher and 

interviewees, thus bridging the divide between academic institutions and local communities.139 

Gaile Cannella and Yvonna Lincoln argue, “critical radical ethics [in qualitative research] 

is relational and collaborative; it aligns with resistance and marginality.”140 As Mary A. Larson 

outlines in Handbook of Oral History, there are three predominant perspectives found within oral 

history: the elite/non-elite dichotomy, critical theory, and grounded theory.141 As oral history 

often follows subjects, topics, and people previously excluded from the archive, the predominant 

criticism of the field lies in its subjectivity. As Yow notes, there are natural limitations and faults 

within human memory that must be accounted for through “…consistency in the testimony (or 

reliability) and accuracy in relating factual information (or validity).”142 Oral History Australia 

states that all historical sources (be that archival material, primary source documents, or oral 

 
acceptability, in particular their worthiness as basis for collective action to solve common problems. That theory 
which is the product of the most inclusive scientific community is better, other things being equal, than that which is 
the product of the most exclusive.” 
138 Angela Davis, Andrea Hajek, and Laura King, “Gender, Subjectivity and Oral History,” History Workshop 
Journal 73, no. 1 (February 24, 2012): 361. 
139 Steven High, Oral History at the Crossroads: Sharing Life Stories of Survival and Displacement (University of 
British Columbia Press, 2014). 
140 Denzin and Lincoln, The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research, 173.  
141 Thomas L. Charlton, Lois E. Myers, and Rebecca Sharpless, Handbook of Oral History (Altamira Press, 2006), 
202. 
“…although members on either side of the elite/nonelite dichotomy can be politically motivated (as with almost any 
theoretical stance), they are not necessarily so, while most practitioners of critical theory are overt about their 
politicization. There is also a tendency toward nonbelief in the possibility of (or necessity for) objectivity, and 
advocacy and empowerment movements have sprung to a large degree from these theoretical underpinnings.” 
142 Yow, Recording Oral History, 20. 
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history testimony) should be treated with caution and be sufficiently cross-referenced to 

minimize unreliable sources and maximize the broadness of understanding.143 Alessandro 

Portelli, in his formative book The Death of Luigi Trastulli, and Other Stories contends that 

while archival cross-reference is important, it is equally important to understand that the views 

shared by interview participants may not be factually correct but are true in the psyche of the 

interviewee.144 Similarly, Paul Connerton notes that difficulty and inconsistency can be 

exacerbated if the researcher encourages chronological narrative. Instead, he argues, the narrative 

shape and pattern of remembering is located in a personal past, which is alien to the 

chronological model.145 Anthropologist Julie Cruikshank agrees, arguing the structure of 

autobiography is a culturally specific narrative genre that is not universal, and that forms of 

storytelling “…need an audience, a response, in order to make the telling a worthwhile 

experience.”146 Michael Bamberg and Alexandra Georgakopoulou expand on one particular 

element found within storytelling as a research method, that of “small stories,” which they define 

as: “an umbrella term that captures a gamut of underrepresented narrative activities, such as 

tellings of ongoing events, future or hypothetical events, and shared (known) events, but it also 

captures allusions to (previous) tellings, deferrals of tellings, and refusals to tell.”147 The 

acknowledgement of non-chronological narrative structures, including small stories, reveal 

important elements of identity construction and analysis that can otherwise remain unnoticed.148 

The reliance on alternate forms of storytelling also form an important element of 

 
143 “Guide to Oral History,” Oral History Australia, 2017, http://oralhistoryaustraliasant.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2017/06/Guide-to-Oral-History_SA-NT.pdf. 
144 Alessandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli, and Other Stories: Form and Meaning in Oral History (State 
University Of New York Press, 2001). 
145 Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember (Cambridge University Press, 2007), 19, 22. 
146 Julie Cruikshank, Life Lived like a Story (University of British Columbia Press, 1992), x, 16. 
147 Michael Bamberg and Alexandra Georgakopoulou, “Small Stories as a New Perspective in Narrative and Identity 
Analysis,” Text & Talk 28, no. 3 (January 1, 2008): 381. 
148 Bamberg and Georgakopoulou, “Small Stories as a New Perspective in Narrative and Identity Analysis,” 392. 
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intersectionality—as Davis, Hajek and King note, women’s identities and historical narratives 

are not “legendized” as men’s are, leaving women to fall back on these narrative structures in 

order to be recognized and heard.149 They further question, “How does our position as an 

‘insider’ or ‘outsider’ shape both the interview process and our subsequent analysis?”150 

  

 
149 Davis, Hajek, and King, “Gender, Subjectivity and Oral History,” 362.  
150 Davis, Hajek, and King, “Gender, Subjectivity and Oral History,” 363. 
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Theoretical Framework 

My engagement with the methodology of oral history is expressly tied to my work with 

marginalized research subjects and topics. Oral history has been predominantly positioned as a 

record of “subaltern” groups.151 Steven James Gambardella contends that the subaltern “speak 

from bodily difference” as physical differences are often the dominant factor in their basis of 

separation from the hegemonic ideal.152 By recognizing there is no such thing as a 

“nonembodied” memoir, a critical embodiment lens in auto/biography research can resist the 

consumption and commodification of marginalized identity and experience by “the centre.”153 

Lorne Shirinian argues that bearing witness to past trauma and injustice reinforces 

acknowledgement of such testimony.154 Intersectional social research, as Teresa Barnett and 

Chon A. Noriega attest, can form exegeses of colonial structures of research by including full 

spectrums of identity and experience.155 Further, shared authority research structures formed on 

inductive habits and non-standard narrative structures better allow researchers to understand the 

systemic power dynamics and “vested interests that benefit from maintaining the status quo” 

affecting marginalized communities, and by proxy, their own ability to invoke change.156 As 

psychologist Jerome Bruner suggests, narrative allows an expression of “our deepest reasonings 

about ourselves and our experience,” reflecting the intense utility and responsibility of 

auto/biography and oral interview in research.157 

 
151 Subaltern refers to a group of people whose work or existence is identified as undermining the hegemony of the 
dominant culture, and whose thoughts and ideals are thereby often silenced by the majority. 
152 Kruger and DasGupta, “Embodiment in [Critical] Auto|Biography Studies,” 486. 
153 Kruger and DasGupta, “Embodiment in [Critical] Auto|Biography Studies,” 486. 
154 Steven High, Edward Little, and Thi Ry Duong, Remembering Mass Violence (University of Toronto Press, 
2014): 52. 
155 Teresa Barnett and Chon A. Noriega, Oral History and Communities of Colour (UCLA Chicano Studies Research 
Centre Press, 2013): 17. 
156 Kerr, “‘We Know What the Problem Is.’”  
157 Yow, Recording Oral History, 16. 
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Janice Rieger and Megan Strickfaden define assemblage as “a complex entanglement of 

relations among human and non-human things” in a system such as a museum, or in this case, an 

arts industry.158 Within this assemblage, the social constructs of disability and queerness are 

often relegated to what Michael Prince calls the “absent citizen.”159 Prince states: 

Citizenship is much more than a political concept and legal status, though these too are 
crucial dimensions. Citizenship entails cultural, economic, and social dimensions. In one 
or more of these dimensions, many Canadians with disabilities are effectively absent, 
lacking full enjoyment of liberty of the person, or freedom of expression and 
communication.160 
 

While social constructs are inherently separate and malleable, the impacts of the construction are 

nonetheless felt. These assemblages have particularly noticeable impacts on individuals who 

experience more than one form of marginalization, as examined by scholars such as Judith Butler 

and José Esteban Muñoz. Butler criticizes feminist assumptions of identity and subject through 

what could now be contextualized as an intersectional lens, deconstructing gender as a social or 

cultural construction that grows out of, reinforces, and is reinforced by, societal norms and 

creates the illusion of binary sex.161 Her work is referred to heavily in Fenske’s book, but is also 

reflective of a larger thematic concerning gender and body modification. Drawing on this 

concept of social construction, Esteban Muñoz argues race and queerness are both social 

constructs that are simultaneously a lived reality under settler colonialism and, through an 

intersectional perspective, queer racialized lives are especially affected.162 Furthermore, he 

argues disidentities articulate a new sense of reality that reveals an uncanny truth about dominant 

 
158 Bree Hadley and Donna McDonald, The Routledge Handbook of Disability Arts, Culture, and Media (Routledge, 
2019), 49. 
159 Michael J. Prince, Absent Citizens: Disability Politics and Policy in Canada (University of Toronto Press, 2009). 
160  Prince, Absent Citizens, 3-4. 
161 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (Routledge, 1990). 
162 José Esteban Muñoz, Disidentifications: Queers of Colour and the Performance of Politics (University of 
Minnesota Press, 2015). 
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culture without removing or rejecting this hegemony outright.163 As Beverly Yuen Thompson 

states:  

…with the addition of becoming heavily tattooed, their embodiment identities intersect 
with these other factors. While White women may be given more space to experiment 
with their body modification, women of colour, lesbians, disabled people, and other 
already-marked bodies are typically interpreted more harshly, as multiply “deviant.” 
People of colour’s bodies are often criminalized and discriminated against; with the 
addition of heavy tattooing, these pressures can become magnified.164  
 

When evaluating structures of critical hegemony in art, as outlined by Adrian Piper, systems of 

art production uphold systemic inequality, which is further underscored by her positioning of 

how economics deeply affect who becomes an artist.165 Archives, museums, and other 

institutions have been shaped by the ideological narratives about history that Canada, as a White 

European settler colony, created.166 Aruna D’Souza is one such author that has highlighted the 

institutional patterns and structures through which Whiteness and White supremacy are codified 

and continued, as well as the censorial function of curating in this context.167 While tattoo art has 

been historically denigrated as “low art” in line with many forms of non-Euroethnic art, the 

Tattoo Renaissance has contributed to a similarly hierarchizing apparatus hinging on certain 

presumptions of culture and taste (formalist values), which prioritize certain higher social or 

economic value tattoo artworks or tattoo artists.168 These values tend to hinge on similarly 

codified formalist structures that underlie White colonial institutions, and their assemblages. As 

such, this framework underscores the research methodology used in both the construction of 

 
163 Muñoz, Disidentifications. 
164 Yuen Thompson, Covered in Ink: 42. 
165 Piper, “Power Relations within Existing Art Institutions.” 
166 May Chew, Susan Lord, and Janine Marchessault, “Introduction,” Public 29, no. 57 (June 1, 2018): 5–10. 
167 Aruna D’Souza, Whitewalling: Art, Race & Protest in 3 Acts (Badlands Unlimited, 2018). 
168 In Canada, the general hourly rate has risen in the last decade from around $100 CAD an hour to around $150 
CAD an hour as a lower-end standard rate. Most deposits are about $100 CAD for larger works (multi-hour session), 
although these rates may increase further with inflation. This price can also rise drastically depending on the 
perceived artistic quality of an artist. I once made an inquiry to San Francisco based shop 2Spirit in 2016—the going 
rate was $400 USD an hour, with a $400 USD deposit in cash only.  
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interview questions, as well as in the creation of case studies within this dissertation. My analysis 

furthermore attempts to articulate the ways in which the systemic improvements must originate 

from an intersectional lens. The term “access friction,” often used in disability rights 

conversation, addresses the ways in which improvements for one group of people or one type of 

disability may negatively affect another. Using this term more broadly, similar challenges of 

conflict arise when implementing change institutionally or systemically. My work is positioned 

within a framework that accounts for forms of access friction in systemic and social capacities. 

As such, meaningful improvement and change must consider the forms of access friction that 

occur through the lens of intersectionality. This framework strongly foregrounds disability rights 

and disability justice as a central pillar for navigating change. 

Using Alexander Baumgarten’s definition of aesthetics, “the way some bodies make other 

bodies feel,” Siebers argues disability is central to aesthetics as it enlarges our understanding of 

human variation.169 “If aesthetics and the human are inseparable, it is because art is the process 

by which human beings attempt to modify themselves—and this process is a crucial factor in 

human history.… The body is, simply put, where everything in human culture begins and 

ends.”170 Dominique Roux and Russell Belk, drawing from Foucauldian thought, examine the 

phenomenology of being a body through the concept of utopia, topia, and heterotopia.171 By 

conceiving the body as place and acknowledging the importance of tattoo placement on body 

parts, participants of body modification can transform their body into a utopia generator, thereby 

 
169 Siebers, “Disability Aesthetics,” 136. 
170 Siebers, “Disability Aesthetics,” 136. 
171 Dominique Roux and Russell Belk, “The Body as (Another) Place: Producing Embodied Heterotopias through 
Tattooing,” ed. Vicki G. Morwitz, Margaret C. Campbell, and Güliz Ger, Journal of Consumer Research 46, no. 3 
(December 19, 2018): 487-492. 
They argue the body is topia: “The topia is the ontological condition of being embodied. The body as a place (topia) 
retains the memory of places, people, and things it has encountered.” Heterotopias are other spaces formed in the 
concrete enactment of utopias (a perfect place, or a “nowhere”). 
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making the body a heterotopia.172 As Ann Millett-Gallant argues, art that features disability has 

the effect of bringing disability into the public sphere, reflecting one of the core goals of 

disability activism.173 Accessibility in art institutions, as well as public institutions more broadly, 

is one social element of mitigating the social and medical forces that resign disabled people to 

private spaces.174 Despite the social barriers of being heavily tattooed and disabled as mentioned 

by Yuen Thompson, alongside the persistent medicalization of disabled people’s bodies that 

removes autonomy for personal aesthetic choices, disabled people remain both artists and 

customers in the tattooing industry.175 Tattoo parlours have a historical tendency for physical and 

social inaccessibility that bar disabled and neurodivergent customers, as well as potential 

apprentices, from entering the field. Techniques such as trauma-informed tattooing are the first 

concrete steps forward in recognizing and constructing new methodologies of tattooing that 

allow new people into the system of tattooing.176 Trauma-informed tattooing intersects with 

many forms of accessibility by giving the customer agency and control over the tattoo 

environment and process, as well as providing intersectional safe spaces, or even allowing 

tattooists to do home visits. These forms of accessibility subtly acknowledge and include 

previously absent citizens. 

Concluding Thoughts 

 As David Morgan states, [auto/biography is not] … “simply a shorthand representation of 

autobiography and/or biography but also [a] recognition of the inter-dependence of the two 

 
172 Roux and Belk, “The Body as (Another) Place,” 491-492. 
173 Ann Millett-Gallant, The Disabled Body in Contemporary Art (Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). 
174 Amanda Cachia, “The Politics of ‘Creative Access’: Guidelines for a Critical Dis/Ability Curatorial Practice,” in 
Interdisciplinary Approaches to Disability: Looking towards the Future (Routledge, 2020); Alice Wexler and John 
Derby, Contemporary Art and Disability Studies (Routledge, Taylor Et Francis Group, 2020). 
175 Studio So Far So Good in Toronto specifically identifies as a “disability-friendly space.” Disabled artists such as 
Mira Mariah (Brooklyn) or Arianna Warner (Portland) have spoken about how their disabilities influence their 
approach to tattooing and how tattoos can develop comfort and happiness around our bodies.  
176 Brockman and Gerdes, “Trauma Informed Body Modification,”; Santibañez, Could This Be Magic? 
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enterprises… In writing another’s life we also write or rewrite our own lives; in writing about 

ourselves we also construct ourselves as somebody different from the person who routinely and 

unproblematically inhabits and moves through social space and time.”177 That is to say, the 

experience of learning how to tattoo varies greatly from one artist to the next, largely due to the 

lack of systemic institutions and mandates surrounding tattooing as a practice. My own 

experience working in a tattoo shop was deeply negative and has no doubt influenced my 

perceptions of the learning experience; while I chose to leave, the apprentice ahead of me chose 

to weather the situation. The difficulty in assessing tattoo apprenticeship lies in the unique 

experience produced through each mentor-apprentice interaction, as well as the location and type 

of studio, identities and marginalities of the individuals, and time they underwent apprenticeship. 

As such, tattoo scholarship has nearly ignored the topic altogether. By drawing from art 

institutional critique and scholarship alongside disciplines such as trauma, tattoo, queer, 

disability and decolonial studies, oral history, cybernetics, philosophy, economics, biology, and 

apprenticeship scholarship, I examine the ways in which White, able-bodied patriarchy has 

expressed hegemony in the system of tattooing, as well as the ways in which it is continually and 

more substantially being subverted and challenged. By utilizing the plurality of experience that 

can be evoked through the method of auto/biography based in oral history methodology, my 

research aims to de-mystify the structure of tattooing as an industry that remains widely 

unknown.  

  

  

 
177 David Morgan, “Sociological Imaginings and Imagining Sociology: Bodies, Auto/Biographies and Other 
Mysteries,” Sociology 32, no. 4 (November 1998): 655. 
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Methodology of Oral History Interviews 

 This dissertation utilized oral history interviews with thirteen predominantly 

2SLGBTQIA+ and disabled tattoo artists. Representing their stories within case studies, I 

identified certain standardized—although not identical—processes of the tenets of learning to 

tattoo. Further, interviews evaluated the patterns and similarities of artists’ experiences through 

their learning process, with a focus on the way their identities and marginalities potentially 

impacted the entry-points for becoming a tattoo apprentice or a tattoo artist. With this data, I 

identified key patterns related to systemic discrimination. Using artists’ recommendations for the 

industry, core suggestions for change have been identified and evaluated.  

Recruitment 

 Recruitment involved a combination of two or three methods. First, a stratified sampling 

technique based on pre-established relationships built with tattooists over the years of my 

academic research was utilized. These artists have a pre-determined professional relationship 

with myself and have expressed interest in participating in my research based on casual 

conversations around the research topics and findings. None were explicitly asked to participate 

and all aspects of consent mirror that of any other participant in the study. Many of these artists 

will talk about their experiences of traditional apprenticeships and mentoring their own 

apprentices. Second, there was a public call for participants who identify as 2SLGBTQIA+ 

and/or disabled tattoo artists. This call was published on the News & Events page for the 

Department of Visual Arts at Western University. Further, a call for participants was put out on 

the app Lex and my personal Instagram story. Lex is often called “queer craigslist” and is a 

queer-specific forum app based on location that allows anonymous posting, often for missed 

connections, events, or recruitment purposes. This app allows participants to respond completely 
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anonymously through Direct Message to the original poster of the forum. The majority of 

participants were found through these two approaches. Following these two recruitment 

methods, a cold-call approach to artists who publicly identify and fit demographic identities, 

known as purposive sampling, was used based on gaps found in the tentative list of narrators 

(this includes: publicly identifying 2SLGBTQIA+ and/or disabled artists, DIY artists, artists 

from apprentice farms, tattoo mentors, and trauma-informed tattooists). It is important to note 

that tattoo artists, as public-facing professionals, predominantly field new clients and book 

clients through social media and email. Many artists have websites or social media accounts that 

publicly identify them as part of specific identity groups, including the 2SLGBTQIA+ or 

disabled community. Only artists with this public information published were approached. 

 The minimum sample size of this study was ten participants, with a maximum sample 

size of thirty-five participants. Further, 2SLGBTQIA+ and/or disabled artists were prioritized for 

the minimum sample requirements. All participants were required to be legal adults (over 

eighteen years of age) and professionally associated with tattooing (an active tattoo artist). Other 

than minors (under eighteen years old), the main exclusionary factor was any person who is not 

an active professional tattoo artist. This includes apprentices, “junior” artists or people who have 

completed part of an apprenticeship. The reasons for exclusion were as follows: Current 

apprentices are in a vulnerable position within the industry. Apprentices may not be able to give 

wholly honest accounts of their experiences due to a pressure to complete their apprenticeship or 

other concerns about their ability or opportunity to become a fully established tattoo artist. 

Further, apprentices have a higher chance of facing backlash if their mentor or tattoo studio feels 

they have participated in dissertation research that may address criticism of them, their studio, or 

their industry (even if they have not participated). There are significant risk factors for 
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apprentices and junior artists due to the highly individualized narratives that participants share, 

despite precautions of confidentiality that have been put in place to remove names, locations, and 

specific identifying information. As such, participant identification by people who are 

professionally or personally associated with the participants may be possible. Due to the 

hierarchical and authoritative nature of apprenticeships, combined with the lack of job security 

and protections, apprentices are in a vulnerable position professionally. Apprentices do not have 

the same job security as a fully established tattoo artist does, putting them at much further risk. 

In order to minimize and mitigate participant risk to the greatest extent possible, this is the main 

causal factor to exclude apprentices from this research project. Junior artists are still in the 

process of completing their apprenticeship and will be excluded on the same grounds. Similarly, 

past apprentices who have not completed an apprenticeship and are not currently working as 

active tattoo artists were excluded from participation due to a concern for accurate and authentic 

information acquisition. As these demographics have not finished the learning experience, they 

may not be able to fully portray what the learning experience for tattooing looks like. A 

secondary reason to exclude apprentices, junior artists, and non-active community members who 

have engaged with the tattoo industry lay in the breadth of expertise and knowledge available by 

these demographics. While the perspectives of these groups may be significant for further 

research, the limitations of participant sample size produce a need for an expansive perspective 

of the full learning process of tattooing in each interview. As such, apprentices of any sort were 

not interviewed. 

 There are three main identity groups, although there is overlap. Within these three groups, 

there is further distinction based on their entry into tattooing (through traditional apprenticeship 

or through other means). First, I included established tattoo artists who have undergone a 
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traditional apprenticeship (this is the “control” group, which models the apprenticeship method 

that has been used historically) and established tattoo artists who have traditionally apprenticed 

someone under them (“mentors”). This was open to artists of any identity groups or backgrounds 

(gender or sexual identity, race, disability, with priority given to disabled/queer participants). 

Second, I included established tattoo artists who identify as 2SLGBTQIA+, who entered 

tattooing through either traditional apprenticeship or other means. Third, I involved established 

tattoo artists who identify as disabled, who entered tattooing through either traditional 

apprenticeship or other means. The goal for participants who identified as disabled and/or 

2SLGBTQIA+ was ten participants, which was successfully met. 

Consent 

Each potential interviewee was first contacted through email with a preliminary 

introduction to the study and the Letter of Information and Consent (the LOI). They were given 

one week to review the LOI and decide if they wanted to participate in the study. Upon 

confirmation, a pre-interview was scheduled. The LOI documents were introduced for the 

participants to read over at their leisure before the confirmed pre-interview date. The pre-

interview was a preliminary, informal and in-person meeting to review the LOI. Pre-interview 

participants were provided with a light refreshment. This meeting allowed participants to cover 

the intent and purpose of the project, the exact steps of the interview, and allowed interested 

potential participants to ask the researcher (myself) questions about the project and talk about 

their own personal experiences or background knowledge. Further, it gave me the opportunity to 

introduce the project topic, scope, and reasoning behind the research to them in a conversational 

setting. The pre-interview covered the contents of the Letter of Information in detail. With two 

paper copies, one for the participant and one for the researcher, each section of the LOI was 
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verbally read aloud by the researcher with pauses between each for questions or conversation. At 

the end, the Consent letter was reviewed, so the participants fully understood what they would be 

signing on the day of the interview. At the end of the pre-interview, if the participants confirmed 

they were interested in continuing the process, an interview date, time, and location was booked. 

This pre-interview was followed up over email with the participant to confirm dates for the 

official interview. Because the copyright is held by the participant, they have the right to say no 

to it being made available, or they can impose access restrictions or a time lapse before it is 

released. All participants could choose to withdraw consent to participate in the study or have 

any section of their interview used within the final thesis document up until the publication.  

Participants who did not wish to be audio recorded could not participate in this study. At 

the interview date, written consent was obtained through a printed LOI Consent document before 

the official interview began. Each interview was recorded on two devices and ran for a maximum 

of 90 minutes. Participants were informed that they would be given access to the full recording 

and the full transcription after the interview, which they could approve, make suggestions to, or 

remove consent. Participants were given access to all transcriptions samples and information that 

were used in the final thesis document to verify the opinion was represented with accuracy. This 

application of the oral history method has the specific position that the interviewer sees the work 

as a collaboration—this dynamic is termed “shared authority.” This focuses on building a 

research structure that allows space for collective discussion of both the research material and 

analysis with participants, which further breaks down colonial hierarchical structures of 

“scientific research” centred in objectivity. One of the main aspects of this shared authority 

dynamic was participant access to all transcriptions samples and information that are used in the 

final thesis document to verify their opinions and stories were represented with accuracy. 
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Procedure 

1) Recruitment 

Each potential interviewee was first contacted through email with a preliminary introduction 

to the study and the Letter of Information and Consent. Upon interest, a preliminary, informal 

and in-person pre-interview meeting was scheduled. 

2) Pre-interview (In-person) 

Participants chose a location and time to meet in-person with the interviewer. 

Pre-interview participants were provided with a light refreshment (coffee, tea, etc). This meeting 

allowed everyone to go over the intent and purpose of the project, the exact steps of the 

interview, and allow them to ask the researcher questions about the project, their own personal 

experiences, and background knowledge. The pre-interview covered the contents of the Letter of 

Information in detail, with each section read aloud verbally by the researcher with pauses for 

questions. If participants consented to the interview, the date and time was booked. This pre-

interview was followed up over email with the participant to confirm dates for the official 

interview and provide a printed, written copy of the Letter of Information (LOI). The LOI 

documents are preliminarily introduced for the participants to read over at their leisure before the 

confirmed interview date. 

3) Recorded Interview (In-person) 

The researcher followed a constructed interview guide with semi-structured interview 

questions. Any follow-up questions diverging from this script remained open-ended and were 

used to ascertain more detail or clarity to an answer. The researcher and participant met at the 

pre-arranged private location on the time and date chosen, most commonly the artist’s studio 

space. It is important that this space is private, quiet, and somewhere that the participant has 
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chosen. The participant was provided with light refreshment and water through the interview. 

Anything with cream or dairy (coffee, etc.) is not recommended during the interview, as it can 

make speaking more difficult. Recording equipment was set up and the sound, data saving, and 

any other required elements was tested. A primary microphone was placed in close proximity to 

the participant, with an audio test and playback. An iPad with the list of pre-written questions 

was placed in front of the researcher, and a back-up sound recording was run on the iPad using 

the Voice Memos App.  

Participants were reminded of their rights to autonomy and consent before the interview 

begins, which covered five main elements of consent. Participants are allowed to skip or refuse 

to answer any questions. Participants are allowed to stop the interview at any time and they can 

choose to take a break or conclude the interview. Mental health resources and information will 

be provided if needed and are available on the LOI document. They can ask for anything brought 

up to stay off the record or to not be included in the dissertation both during or after the 

interview at any time before the dissertation is published. Last, they have no obligation to talk 

about anything that is emotionally or mentally distressing, traumatic, or upsetting during the 

interview. 

The participant was given a free choice to start the interview once the recording 

equipment was set up and tested. In arranging topics for the interview guide that the researcher 

followed during the interview, nonthreatening topics were placed first. Questions were ordered in 

a chronological scale (earliest-most recent). For tattooing, this began with initial interest in 

tattooing or first tattoo acquisition. After discussing their entry into tattooing, they were asked 

about the structure and experiences of their apprenticeship, reflections on their learning process, 

and then experiences as an artist. This included further learning opportunities and reflections on 
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the industry or changes/impacts they have witnessed. Each artist was asked about their studio’s 

approach to accessibility. The core interview guide was slightly altered depending on the 

interviewee’s background and identity. For example, an artist who had apprenticed someone was 

asked questions about their teaching methods and their perceptions as a mentor. There was a 

specific focus to facilitate the construction of open ended questions (as both closed-ended and 

leading questions go against the requirements of interview etiquette). 

After the interview has finished, microphone and Voice Memo recordings were turned off. 

Participants were welcomed to get up, move, get a drink, or anything else they wanted while the 

data transfer proceeds. The SIM card was removed from the microphone, and the interview file 

was transferred to a locked folder on the iPad using a SIM card reader. The Voice Memo 

recording was moved into the same folder. Following confirmation that the audio files were 

saved properly, and the device, equipment, and personal effects of the researcher have been 

properly packed and removed, participants were thanked for their time. They were verbally 

informed of the next steps: a copy of the recording followed by a copy of the transcription would 

be sent to them for their review and consent; copies of the entire chapter draft that contained 

their case study would be sent before the thesis was sent to the second reader.  

Post Interview Research Procedure 

After the official recorded interview, a reflection was written on the impressions, 

connections, and general summary as immediately as possible after the interview. This technique 

is based on oral interview practices in anthropology relating to fieldwork. Although it is 

predominantly used for interviews that were not recorded, this process is instrumental in helping 

the interviewer “digest” the information they received. This reflection brought together 

associations and patterns, as well as key differences, between interviews. It also supported the 
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interviewer’s memory of the interview. These case studies were then edited and cross-referenced 

with the written transcription. The reflection also preserves data in the case of a technical issue 

(interview recording issues, data corruption, data loss). 

4) Post-interview follow-ups 

The recording of the interview was edited for clearer audio quality and sent for the 

participant to listen to and review accuracy using a separate research email account. Participants 

were given two weeks to access each component (the audio recording, the transcription, and the 

final chapter containing their case study. Participants were informed that they could 

communicate their consent or dissent of each component over email or, for the transcripts and 

chapters, also provide written comments using Microsoft Word online.  

Transcriptions were written and edited manually by the interviewer to verify the accuracy of 

each sentence. Quotations that were used in the dissertation were both highlighted within the 

transcript and separated into a secondary document. This finalized transcription and the 

document containing quotations was then sent back to the participant for review and a 

verification of authenticity/accuracy. Participants had a second chance to highlight any 

information they do not want publicly disseminated. They were welcome to withdraw consent at 

any point in the process. For the final dissertation, interviewees were sent the relevant chapter(s) 

of the dissertation that included their case study. They were given the option to read the entire 

chapter, just read their own case study, or to pass on reading the chapter altogether. This allowed 

participants a chance to address their interviews and experiences as represented in the case study 

summary and to verify that the information, associations, and conclusions drawn from their 

interviews is positioned in an accurate way. This is a vital part of the “shared authority” 

structure. 
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5) End of Study 

Upon completion and publication of the dissertation, participant consent is no longer possible 

to rescind. Participants were sent an End of Study letter and a copy of the finished dissertation, 

thanking them for their participation in the research. Participants were informed that their 

personal information (interviews, personal identifying information, etc.) will be destroyed at the 

eight-year maximum mark. 

Confidentiality 

Each participant was assured of confidentiality protocols that have been enacted to 

protect their personal information. The spreadsheet containing identifying contact information 

was kept separate from the tracking spreadsheet and the traveling iPad used to record interviews. 

All recordings and references to participants use their anonymous title. The anonymous title was 

not directly associated with any identifying participant information. Secure data saving on 

Western’s Microsoft OneDrive cloud, Western Microsoft email, and Western-approved devices 

were used at all times. All data transfers, such as interview files, were done over USB transfer 

cables, rather than AirDrop. A separate Western Microsoft research email was used to contact 

participants. Data destruction will include a hardcopy destruction of all files and a factory reset 

of the associated device (the iPad). 

Risks 

Interviews can bring up difficult topics and memories, which may cause emotional 

distress. Participants could stop or take a break during the interview process at any point. Mental 

health support resources were available as needed during the interview, and a copy of the 

resources was included in the Letter of Information. 
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There are some confidentiality risks in participating in oral history interviews. 

Participants were cautioned that while identifying information will be removed from interviews, 

there is still a potential risk of identification. Participants were informed that while interviews 

may include traumatic events and experiences, this will not be the main focal objective of the 

interview, nor the case study summary, and they were welcome to share as much or little as they 

wished. Participants were informed that due to the nature of privacy in tattoo studios, other 

tattooists within the studio may be aware that they have participated within this research project 

and were strongly encouraged to not discuss or disclose the nature of their interviews with fellow 

artists at their studio for confidentiality reasons.  

Case Study Structure 

In approaching the methodology for portraying participant interview data and stories, I 

have chosen an approach that is largely centred on my personal goal of deriving my research 

methodology from oral history, which is to centre participant perspectives within their lived 

experiences and contexts. This preservation of context is fundamental to my approach, as it best 

preserves the underlying justifications and multivalent truths of each participant. This approach 

attempted to facilitate non-extractive participant research practices. As it is not possible to 

publish the full oral interviews or transcripts themselves, as would be traditional in oral history 

research, I have chosen to best preserve this method through a case study approach. In part, this 

is due to the sample size of the research project: the final dissertation engaged with 13 participant 

interviews, each of which took between 60 to 90 minutes and resulted in transcripts that ranged 

from, at lowest, 8,000 words, to highest, at 15,000 words. Due to the small sample size, my 

research focus is foregrounded on individual stories and experiences that can be engaged and 

related to, while acknowledging the data limitations of a restricted interview set. Each interview 
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has been summarized in two stages: first, as an initial reflection written immediately after the 

interview; and second, reviewed and edited in careful comparison with the final interview 

transcript, where relevant quotations were added to best highlight key points that each participant 

made in their own voice. Each case study has been reviewed and approved by the participant as 

part of the shared authority model. This approach was considered in response to my engagement 

with previous tattoo research that focused on interviews with tattoo artists, namely the work of 

Ayngelia Ara, Allison Waller, and Evelyn Mitchell. Each of these three dissertations chose to 

position quotations and opinions of artists in direct dialogue with each other as it related to core 

themes, and while the analysis and conclusions drawn from the research was strong, I found it 

difficult to place their opinions within the artists’ lived experience, which meant that opinions 

and arguments sometimes lacked contextual justification. As such, I found this approach was 

more likely to replicate extractive research methods in humanities-based research.  

The case study approach was prioritized as a method intended to engage with the 

intersectional identities and perspectives of each participant. Each chapter is structured with a 

brief literature review on materials that directly relate to the core theme, namely systemic 

discrimination related to homophobia, ableism, and racism. The participant case studies follow 

this, and each chapter is concluded with a discussion that expands on key thematic topics and 

issues that were compared and contrasted, as well as contextualized using further research 

materials from a blend of disciplinary research. As the majority of interviewees fit into more than 

one lived identity being addressed, the choice to place case studies in a particular chapter is 

largely dependent on the interview topics that were discussed most prominently. In lieu of the 

blended nature of intersectional identity, relevant perspectives from participants referenced in 

previous chapters will be framed and considered within chapter discussions on a thematic basis. 
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Drawing from Elizabeth Mohler’s work on embodied reflexivity in disability studies research, I 

want to highlight the case study approach as a way to preserve broader forms of knowledge: 

Sauer (1998) applied the concept in research on miners, introducing the idea of pit sense: 
a form of embodied, sensory knowledge that helps miners make critical decisions 
regarding risk and safety independent of managerial oversight. According to Somerville 
(2006), pit sense involves an interconnected use of all senses, blending sound, smell, 
touch, and kinaesthetic perception. This challenges the conventional view that knowledge 
is an abstract, objective asset held by professionals as described by Kamoche and 
Maguire (2011). Sauer’s work highlights tacit knowledge that arises from everyday 
practice, aligning with Gherardi’s (2006) notion that knowledge is not just information 
but the ability to navigate complex social and material contexts. Sauer’s concept of pit 
sense emphasises that such knowledge is not acquired through formal teaching but 
through embodied experience, action, and social interaction, thus challenging traditional 
ideas about the separation of knowledge from those who create or experience it 
(Katzman, 2015).178 
 

In discussing and evaluating the experiences of tattoo artists, I found that participants engaged 

with and discussed forms of pit sense related to tattooing. As Mohler continued, “I suggest that 

the concept of embodied reflexivity has immense value in qualitative research because it focuses 

on bodily specificities as a productive source of knowledge. It challenges prevailing views that 

position the body as discursively constructed by acknowledging embodiment’s active role in 

producing knowledge.”179 By preserving the stories and experiences of each artist within a 

unified context, this research aims to acknowledge types of knowledge and experience, such as 

pit sense, that have been previously dismissed within academic research settings. Further, the use 

of oral history is to create a platform and voice for people who have been both historically and 

currently not represented nor allowed to represent themselves appropriately, particularly when 

we look at what academia considers “worthy” of research. As such, case studies contain aspects 

that “don’t relate” strongly to the chapter theme, but instead reflects the ways that knowledge is 

 
178 Elizabeth Mohler, “Embodied Reflexivity: Positioning Embodiment in Disability Studies Research,” Critical 
Disability Discourses 10, no. 1 (May 23, 2025): 10. 
179 Mohler, “Embodied Reflexivity,” 11. 
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conveyed through oral traditions and forms of storytelling. This further aims to preserve the 

translatory process that artists underwent to verbalize their embodied knowledge. Opinions that 

are unrelated to the core chapter theme are referenced in chapter discussions relating to the 

relevant theme, where necessary. As such, I hope to position the case study structure as one 

centred in preserving the voice of each participant to the best of my capabilities. 

Transcription and Quote Use 

There are various approaches to the construction of transcribed interview quotations. The 

most common approach is to leave all pauses, interjections, and filler words in to best preserve 

the integrity of the interview with contextual clues. This is often standard for full transcriptions 

of oral history interviews that are publicized. Since this dissertation will not include full 

published transcriptions of the interviews, I have chosen to remove a certain number of fillers, 

interjections, and repeated words to instead clarify the meaning and argument of the participant 

for the best transcribed legibility. Words such as “yeah” and “like” have been preserved where 

relevant to the context of the quotation. In particular, I would like to highlight the preservation of 

the use of the word “like” within two contexts that are specific to verbal sentence construction: 

one being used as preposition meaning “similar to” often used to list qualities within an 

expansive context (“...like, queerness and disability.”); and second, to denote a dictated thought 

in a secondary conversation (“I was like, ‘thank you.’”). I have chosen not to add apostrophes 

around secondary quotations in interviews for the most part,180 unlike the previous example. 

Fillers such as “um” or “uh” have largely been removed unless they were the entire answer to a 

question. Pauses or sentence breaks have been denoted with ellipsis, and ellipsis are used for 

sentence fragments that are part of a longer sentence that has not been used in full for the 

 
180 There are a few exceptions due to issues with clarity while reading. 
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quotation. I have chosen to include sentence fragments due to the nature of verbal conversational 

construction—participants often refer to a thought in passing, and this is then addressed further 

by the semi-structured interview method with a follow-up question for more detail. I have 

removed a few filler statements such as “you know” for legibility. I have preserved most of the 

filler words “so” and “well,” as they are two of the most common introductory sentence words. I 

have also preserved certain verbal trends found in spoken speech, such as transcribing “gonna” 

instead of changing it to “going to.” This was done to preserve the participant’s natural speech 

patterns as much as possible.  
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Chapter 1: An Overview of Apprenticeship, Mentoring, and Current Regulations 

In order to better contextualize the experiences of the artists in further chapters, the 

following expounds on core elements of the tattoo process and the structure of the contemporary 

tattooing industry. It will address the scientific and practical process of how a tattoo is made and 

healed, explore the current existing regulations in Ontario, and identify expected components of 

learning how to tattoo that an apprentice would undertake in an ideal apprenticeship. To better 

break down the learning process of tattooing from an apprenticeship perspective, I interviewed 

Ferdinand, a piercer and tattoo studio owner who has mentored extensively, to develop clear 

comparisons between two forms of body modification, both of which rely on apprenticeship as 

the main teaching tool. Piercing and tattooing share much of the same core learning, including 

sanitation practices, anatomy knowledge, tool use, customer service, social media use and the 

development of a customer base, and knowledge of independent business strategies, as they 

operate within the same studio contexts. I further wanted to ascertain perspectives on the 

experience of mentoring, which is addressed in my interview with tattoo artist S.B., the only 

participant who does not identify as queer or disabled, but who has mentored extensively. This 

interview reflects a gap that could not be addressed fully in my participant pool; none of the 

queer or disabled artists I interviewed have had the opportunity to apprentice people fully.181 

Although many of my participants have significant experience in the industry, they were either 

located within studios that did not have the space for apprentices, or they were still working on 

developing their techniques in tattooing to the extent that they would feel confident in mentoring. 

Last, this chapter will include part of the participant case study for Petek, a queer and disabled 

artist and shop owner, who was the only participant to undergo a fully guided and structured 

 
181 Participant Bandit Shaw does have relevant experience mentoring, but the apprenticeship was terminated before 
completion. 
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apprenticeship. The second half of their interview is found in Chapter 3. As such, these three case 

studies aim to provide a strong baseline on the experiences of apprenticeship and mentorship in 

the body modification industry and reveal both the core strengths of and potential issues with 

apprenticeship as a learning method. 

Introduction to Tattoo Apprenticeship 

Apprenticeship is a system of training that revolves around the viewing and emulating of 

skilled craft labour. The activation of motor neurons through shadowing a mentor expediates and 

facilitates the acquisition of an accurate understanding of both the physical techniques and, in 

combination with verbal explanation, the intuitive reasoning and behaviours behind highly 

skilled craft production. Tattooing furthermore lends itself to apprenticeship through the intrinsic 

business model that underpins the industry, which requires a combination of strong customer 

communication and rapport along with the physical skills and acuity to design and transmit 

designs onto the skin. As the industry continues to include broader varieties of tattooing outside 

of “walk-in” model shops that predominantly sell pre-drawn flash artwork, the importance of 

strong customer communication continues to rise. As such, tattoo apprenticeship must convey 

four main tenets of learning: 1) proper sanitation and safety, including bloodborne pathogen 

training, 2) artistic design techniques that will heal legibly on the skin, 3) tattooing techniques, 

and 4) customer service and, more broadly, business education. Tattooing is, in many ways, most 

similar in learning structure to piercing, wherein the main difference lies in the artistic design of 

tattoo versus the anatomical and jewelry-specific knowledge of piercing. Artists emphasize that 

learning within tattooing is not a static element and, through practice and the facilitation of forms 

of community with both customers and other tattooers, artists will continue to build skills 

through their career. This poses one of the main challenges in defining an apprenticeship: how 
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does an apprentice “graduate” to full artist? This issue is further underscored by the regulatory 

apparatus, or lack thereof, that defines the industry. As my participants revealed, this question is 

highly subjective and, within current systems of apprenticeship, does not have strongly defined 

boundaries. The lack of a strongly defined “graduation” into tattooing has contributed 

significantly to apprentice mistreatment and forms of labour exploitation, as exemplified by 

stories such as Tina’s in Chapter 4. 

The Process of Tattooing 

The tattooing process inserts ink pigments into the dermis, or middle, layer of the skin. 

The needle is first dipped in ink before being applied to the skin, either by hand through stick n 

poke or through the use of a tattoo machine. The oscillations of machine-generated vibrating 

needle punctures can range to 100 times per second, with the artist depositing the ink pigment 

roughly 1.5 to 2mm through the epidermis and into the dermis.182 Once the tattoo needle has 

punched into the dermis, which is rich in blood vessels, lymphatic vessels, nerves, dermal 

dendritic cells, macrophages, CD4+ T cells and innate lymphoid cells, the newly tattooed skin 

swells (edema) and nanoparticles are carried away by blood and lymph systems.183 The 

migration of immune system cells to the affected area, primarily neutrophils and macrophages, 

occurs in order to phagocytose (ingest) any foreign substances.184 Damaged collagen in the 

wounded tissue is repaired through fibroblasts—connective tissue cells that synthesize the 

extracellular matrix and collagen, which results in scar tissue.185 Tattoos that have pigment 

injected too deep, reaching the hypodermis, increase damage to collagen and can result in 

 
182 Colin A Grant et al., “Tattoo Ink Nanoparticles in Skin Tissue and Fibroblasts,” Beilstein Journal of 
Nanotechnology 6 (May 20, 2015): 1183–91, https://doi.org/10.3762/bjnano.6.120. 
183 Kimberly Bryon-Dodd, “Inking the Immune System: How Macrophages Make Tattoos Last,” Lab Crunches, Bio-
Rad Laboratories, Inc., April 18, 2018, https://www.bio-rad-antibodies.com/blog/how-macrophages-make-tattoos-
last.html. 
184 Grant et al., “Tattoo Ink Nanoparticles in Skin Tissue and Fibroblasts.” 
185 Grant et al., “Tattoo Ink Nanoparticles in Skin Tissue and Fibroblasts.” 
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significant raised scarring and loss of pigment saturation.186 This is referred to as a blowout. 

However, many other factors can cause tattoos to lose saturation and increase blurriness, 

particularly sun damage. Research shows that the exposure of fibroblasts to tattoo ink reduces 

their viability, embedding nanoparticles of ink within the collagenous network of the dermis.187 

The primary phagocytosis is undergone by macrophages.  

During the healing process and long after, ink particles are internalized by macrophages 

originating from circulating monocytes without major changes within the tattoo’s appearance.188 

Long-term tattoo persistence thus relies heavily on macrophage renewal. As Anna Baranksa et al. 

notes, “macrophages contribute to tissue homeostasis and wound repair because of their capacity 

to phagocyte cellular debris, invading organisms, and apoptotic cells. Owing to their strategic 

positioning at body barriers, macrophages capture a wide range of exogenous particulates.”189 

They are responsible for the ingestion of most particulates at the dermis level.190 The enzymes 

within the vacuole of a macrophage have no effect on the ink, and as such they remain ingested 

within the macrophage until cell death—at which point they are released by the dead cell and 

taken up by a newly generated macrophage.191 In clinical studies, they grafted tattooed skin from 

one mouse to a non-tattooed mouse to study how the immune system reacted to the tattoo ink. 

They found that after six weeks, the majority of the pigment-containing macrophages originated 

 
186 Dan Hunter, “Tattoo Scarring: What Causes Tattoo Scars & What to Do about It,” Authority Tattoo, November 
24, 2020, https://authoritytattoo.com/tattoo-scarring/. 
187 Desmond Tobin, “Trend for Larger Tattoos Masks a Deeper Problem of Toxins and the Skin,” The Conversation, 
August 18, 2008, https://theconversation.com/trend-for-larger-tattoos-masks-a-deeper-problem-of-toxins-and-the-
skin-30184. 
188 Michael Giulbudagian et al., “Safety of Tattoos and Permanent Make-Up: A Regulatory View,” Archives of 
Toxicology 94 (February 6, 2020): 357–69, https://doi.org/10.1007/s00204-020-02655-z. 
189 Anna Baranska et al., “Unveiling Skin Macrophage Dynamics Explains Both Tattoo Persistence and Strenuous 
Removal,” Journal of Experimental Medicine 215, no. 4 (April 2, 2018): 1115–33, 
https://doi.org/10.1084/jem.20171608. 
190 They are sometimes referred to as “melanophages.” 
191 Bryon-Dodd, “Inking the Immune System.” 
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from the recipient mouse, meaning the ink was successfully transferred. This release-recapture 

system ensures tattoo permanence in the body.192 Ink particles can gradually move to the deeper 

dermis levels over long periods of time, giving the tattoo a faded, blurred appearance and losing 

saturation in colours such as yellow, pink, white and other light colours.193 

Tattoo Inks 

Tattoo inks contain two parts: a pigment and a carrier solution, largely small organic 

pigments, water, isopropyl alcohol, and other additives.194 The pigment could be a molecular 

compound such as a blue pigment or a solid compound such as titanium dioxide (white). It can 

also be a combination of the two compound types such as light blue ink, which contains both the 

molecular blue pigment and titanium dioxide. The carrier solution, or the liquid elements of the 

compound, transports the pigment to the middle layer of skin and typically helps make the 

pigment more soluble. It can control the viscosity of the ink solution and sometimes includes an 

anti-inflammatory ingredient. Black is the predominant ink colour used, largely made of carbon 

black particles (soot), and the safest compound to inject in the body.195 However, the second 

most popular colour, red, has a significant number of self-reported allergic reactions to the ink—

particularly linked to a mercury salt with red cinnabar or pigments with nickel sulfate.196 There 

are a number of inorganic pigments including heavy metals which are used on a regular basis in 

tattoo ink (including As, Ba, Cd, Co, Hg, Ni, Pb, Se, Sb, Sn and Zn).197 

 
192 Giulbudagian et al., “Safety of Tattoos and Permanent Make-Up.” 
193 Grant et al., “Tattoo Ink Nanoparticles in Skin Tissue and Fibroblasts.” 
194 Giulbudagian et al., “Safety of Tattoos and Permanent Make-Up.” 
195 “Chemical Substances in Tattoo Ink,” The Danish Environmental Protection Agency, Miljøstyrelsen, 2012, 
https://www2.mst.dk/udgiv/publications/2012/03/978-87-92779-87-8.pdf.  
196 Martin Kaatz, Peter Elsner, and Andrea Bauer, “Body-Modifying Concepts and Dermatologic Problems: 
Tattooing and Piercing,” Clinics in Dermatology 26, no. 1 (January 2008): 35–44, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.clindermatol.2007.10.004. 
197 The Danish Environmental Protection Agency, “Chemical Substances in Tattoo Ink.”  
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The Swierk Group, an inorganic chemistry research group operating at Binghamton 

University, State University of New York, examines the chemical composition of tattoo inks and 

compares them to their ingredient lists. Researcher Jon Swierk says, “Surprisingly, no dye shop 

makes pigment specific for tattoo ink. Big companies manufacture pigments for everything, such 

as paint and textiles. These same pigments are used in tattoo inks.”198 He notes that tattoo artists 

in the United States must be licensed in the locales where they operate for safety reasons, yet no 

federal or local agency regulates the contents of the inks themselves. Comparatively, no such 

licensing exists in Ontario. From these analyses, the Swierk group have confirmed the presence 

of ingredients that aren’t listed on some labels. For example, in one case ethanol was not listed, 

but the chemical analysis showed it was present in the ink and have shown the regular inclusion 

of heavy metals.199 Their work conclusively demonstrates that tattoo ink is one area that Canada 

can and should regulate, as there are clear safety hazards or risk associated with the current 

production and sale of tattoo ink. 

Bacterial contamination can occur even with proper hygiene regimens by the tattooist. 

Pigment contamination, mostly with aerobic bacteria, were identified in a portion of 

commercially available tattoo inks.200 In a 2018 FDA examination of unopened tattoo inks, 42 of 

85 of inks were microbially contaminated—that is 49%.201 In an additional 27 inks previously 

not analyzed, 52% of inks were contaminated, with 25 different bacterial strains identified. 202 A 

 
198 American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS), “Exposing What’s in Tattoo Ink,” EurekAlert!, 
August 2022, https://www.eurekalert.org/news-releases/960976. 
199 Swierk Research Group, “What’s in My Tattoo Ink?” What’s In My Ink (Binghamton University, 2022), 
http://whatsinmyink.com/. 
200 Kaatz, Elsner, and Bauer, “Body-Modifying Concepts and Dermatologic Problems.” 
201 S.W. Nho et al., “Microbiological Survey of Commercial Tattoo and Permanent Makeup Inks Available in the 
United States,” Journal of Applied Microbiology 124, no. 5 (March 12, 2018): 1294–1302, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/jam.13713. 
202 S.W. Nho et al., “Microbial Contamination of Tattoo and Permanent Makeup Inks Marketed in the US: A Follow‐
up Study,” Letters in Applied Microbiology 71, no. 4 (July 28, 2020): 351–58, https://doi.org/10.1111/lam.13353. 
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2022 follow up study specifically focused on permanent makeup (PMU) inks for cosmetic 

tattooing purposes identified a 19% contamination rate, or 9 out of 47 inks.203 A 2024 study, 

which tested 75 tattoo and PMU inks found 26 contaminated samples, with 34 bacterial isolates, 

19 of which were identified as potentially pathogenic, and furthermore, that both aerobic and 

anaerobic204 bacteria contamination can occur in tattoo ink.205 As they state:  

Of 49 inks (33%) labeled “sterile,” 16 were still found to be contaminated with 
microorganisms, a smaller percentage compared with the previous survey (10 of 23 inks, 
49%) (14–16). As confirmed in this study, no significant association was found between 
sterility claims and lack of bacterial contamination.206  
 

The continual presence of bacterial contaminants in “sterile” tattoo inks provides clear evidence 

that further regulation and sterilization measures are needed in both the United States and 

Canadian ink market. 

Jon Swierk’s research originated from his interest in what happens when laser light is 

used to remove tattoo ink. It is noted that as of 2016, up to 50% of tattooed individuals, at some 

point, regret their tattoos, or decision to get a tattoo.207 For those who want to remove tattoos, 

lasers remove tattoos by targeting and breaking up the pigment in tattoo ink with high-intensity 

light beams. This involves the reduction of particle size and the release of pigment through a 

process called lysis (rupture of the cell membrane) of the macrophages who have engulfed 

pigment particles. When macrophage cell membranes are ruptured, they release the ink pigment 

that they have engulfed and held in place. When ink clusters are broken, some of the ink turns 

into smaller particles or nanoparticles that can be removed by macrophages to the lymph nodes. 

 
203 Sunghyun Yoon et al., “Microbiological Survey of 47 Permanent Makeup Inks Available in the United States,” 
Microorganisms 10, no. 4 (April 15, 2022): 820, https://doi.org/10.3390/microorganisms10040820. 
204 Aerobic bacteria produce energy with oxygen; anaerobic bacteria produce energy without oxygen. 
205 Yoon et al., “Detection of Anaerobic and Aerobic Bacteria from Commercial Tattoo and Permanent Makeup 
Inks.” 
206 Yoon et al., “Detection of Anaerobic and Aerobic Bacteria from Commercial Tattoo and Permanent Makeup 
Inks,” 11. 
207 Laux et al., “A Medical-Toxicological View of Tattooing.” 
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Some ink particles will still be too large to remove, and so they will be re-captured by new 

macrophages. 

Due to this macrophage capture-release system new macrophages are recruited to the 

damaged tissue after a session and recapture most of the released pigment, which can hinder 

laser removal. Laser removal often takes several cycles to remove tattoo ink significantly, but a 

certain percentage of ink particles can be immune to removal (particularly with multicoloured 

tattoos)—often leading to cover-up tattooing on lasered tattoos. Laser removal can harbour a risk 

of scarring and local allergic reactions after treatment. In the 2012 study by the Danish 

Environmental Protection Agency, it was ascertained that most tattoo pigments were either 

Derived No Effect Level or Derived Minimal Effect Level.208 The reactivity and potential 

toxicity of pigment particles reduced to nanoparticles are potentially the most harmful to health 

in the long term.209 The degradation of laser-cleaved dyes and pigments can have severe 

reactions such as regional lymphadenopathy (inflammatory disease in the lymph nodes) in a 

small number of clients. Overall, the most concern remains with the lack of research on 

physiological or toxicological impacts after laser-induced photolysis. 

Studying the initiated inflammatory process in both tattooed (injected with pigment) and 

control mice (injected with glycerin), researchers found 32% of the pigment had been cleared 

from the injection site for the tattooed mice after the healing process. Furthermore, this was 

doubled upon the exposure to solar radiation, which indicates a greater degeneration of the 

pigment.210 Nanoparticles of ink (under 100 nm) are the most concerning element with regard to 

pigment injection, as nanoparticles can pass through cell walls, so this increases risk of exposure 

 
208 The Danish Environmental Protection Agency, “Chemical Substances in Tattoo Ink.” 
209 Tobin, “Trend for Larger Tattoos Masks a Deeper Problem of Toxins and the Skin.” 
210 Giulbudagian et al., “Safety of Tattoos and Permanent Make-Up.” 
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to toxic materials throughout the body. As a particle gets smaller (ie. the volume of the particle 

decreases), especially a nanoparticle, the surface area increases: “As the particle size gets 

smaller, more surface becomes exposed and the specific surface area increases.”211 In addition, 

the particle shape, the particle surface texture, and pore structure can all increase surface area as 

well.212 When the surface to volume ratio is increased, this makes them more reactive, 

heightening potential risk.213 This reactivity is almost certainly the cause of local allergic 

reactions after laser removal. Inspections of deep dermal blood vessels and inside vascular cells 

also indicated regions of ink pigments. In corpse biopsies of tattooed individuals, they found that 

only nanoparticles of ink pigment successfully travelled to the lymph nodes.214 Large amounts of 

ink nanoparticles could lead to chronic enlargement of the lymph node and lifelong exposure to 

potentially harmful pigments, including carcinogenic elements and heavy metals. Therefore, 

while tattoo ink is relatively harmless when injected in the skin, especially in small amounts, 

laser removal vastly heightens risks for complications as ink enters the lymph nodes and as it is 

reduced to nanoparticles. Further, examination of the scarring caused by poor tattooing 

techniques, largely tattooing too deep into the dermis, indicated that ink within the collagen 

system (as in pigment consumed by fibroblasts) causes unnecessary fibroblast death and scar 

tissue buildup. In corpse biopsies of tattooed individuals, the presence of increased denatured β-

sheet-rich protein and lipid membranes were found surrounding the pigment particles.215  

 
211 Rebecca Wolfrom, “An Introduction to Surface Area,” Particle Technology Labs, August 25, 2022, 
https://particletechlabs.com/ptl-press/introduction-to-surface-area/. 
212 Wolfrom, “An Introduction to Surface Area.” 
213 Grant et al., “Tattoo Ink Nanoparticles in Skin Tissue and Fibroblasts.” 
214 Ines Schreiver et al., “Synchrotron-Based ν-XRF Mapping and μ-FTIR Microscopy Enable to Look into the Fate 
and Effects of Tattoo Pigments in Human Skin,” Scientific Reports 7, no. 1 (September 12, 2017), 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-017-11721-z. 
215 Schreiver et al., “Synchrotron-Based ν-XRF Mapping and μ-FTIR Microscopy Enable to Look into the Fate and 
Effects of Tattoo Pigments in Human Skin.” 
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It is of particular importance to note that most tattoo colourants originate from 

toxicological findings on pigments used to colourise foods, largely focused on oral and 

extradermal (applied to skin surface) toxicity.216 In the USA, tattoo inks are regulated as 

cosmetics, specifically colour additives, through the FDA, which does not appropriately take into 

consideration the effects of injection of pigments into the body.217 While one may assume 

Canada has stricter regulations, Health Canada has similarly classified tattoo inks as cosmetics 

with very minimal federal regulation.218 Because of other competing public health priorities and 

a previous lack of evidence of safety problems specifically associated with these pigments, the 

FDA and Health Canada both traditionally have not exercised regulatory authority for colour 

additives on the pigments used in tattoo inks.219 Tattoo regulation is further complicated when 

tattooing has a strong Indigenous or traditional background, such as Aotearoa (New Zealand), 

wherein ta moko or pe’a is considered a taonga (treasure) under protection through the Treaty of 

Waitangi.220 This tends to lead to softer regulations, although countries like Aotearoa have set 

strong regulatory precedents that focus on the regulation of tattoo ink, safe bloodborne pathogen 

infection control, and a framework focused on the reduction of risk through the use of 

educational materials.221  

With more than fifty different pigments and shades in use, only some of these colour 

additives are approved for use in cosmetics, and none are approved for injection into the skin. Dr. 

Yolanda Hedberg, research chair in corrosion science at Western University, analyzed 73 tattoo 

 
216 Laux et al., “A Medical-Toxicological View of Tattooing.” 
217 “Tattoos & Permanent Makeup: Fact Sheet.” 
218 “Cosmetic Regulations (C.R.C., C. 869),” Health Canada, Government of Canada, 2024, https://laws-
lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/C.R.C.,_c._869/. 
219 “Safety of Cosmetic Ingredients.” 
220 Laux et al., “A Medical-Toxicological View of Tattooing.” 
221 “New Zealand Regulatory Approaches to Tattooing,” Ministry of Health of New Zealand, 2024. 
https://mobil.bfr.bund.de/cm/343/new-zealand-regulatory-approaches-to-tattooing.pdf. 
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ink samples collected from suppliers and online retailers available for purchase in Canada. She 

found that 93% of the samples violated current European legislative standards, which require 

manufacturers to include vital information on the packaging. Much of that required information 

— sterility, batch numbers, expiry instructions, contact information of the manufacturer — was 

missing.222 Further, she stated, “Fifty per cent of all the tattoo inks we analyzed were declaring at 

least one pigment wrong.”223  

Overall, there is surprisingly little research on the environmental impacts of pigment 

manufacturing. There have been some calls for better sustainability practices in the acquisition 

and processing of pigments, and these modes should be inextricably linked to the regulation and 

safety of tattoo ink production. As the use of inorganic dyes has resulted in adverse 

environmental impact and water pollution, some manufacturers have begun to invest in organic 

dyes and pigments. Leading manufacturers are creating a variety of organic pigments, with one 

of the main draws being their biodegradability. The use of both vegan carriers and organic 

pigment types can often be seen in the production of vegan tattoo inks, which is a great first step. 

Again, the lack of overall regulation does not verify that vegan ink is much safer than any other 

types. In part, this is due to the continued issues with bacterial and microbial contamination.  

The EU has already set in process a level of regulation that North America should 

emulate, called REACH (Regulation, Authorization and Restriction of Chemicals). In 2022, 

restriction on hazardous chemicals contained in mixtures for tattoo inks and permanent make-up 

became applicable in the EU. Bans on Pigment Blue 15 and Pigment Green 7 were implemented, 

as well as restrictions on the maximum concentration limits either for individual or groups of 

 
222 Xuying Wang et al., “Analytical Survey of Tattoo Inks—a Chemical and Legal Perspective with Focus on 
Sensitizing Substances,” Contact Dermatitis 85, no. 3 (June 22, 2021): 340–53, https://doi.org/10.1111/cod.13913. 
223 Angela McInnes, “Lack of Regulation for Tattoo Ink Poses Health Risk, Says Western University Researcher,” 
CBC, July 13, 2021, https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/london/tattoo-ink-western-professor-study-1.6099726. 
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substances used in tattoo inks or permanent make-up, and this covered over 4,000 different 

ingredients.224 The REACH restriction requires that mixtures meant for tattooing and permanent 

make-up have this use mentioned on their labels. The label needs to include a list of ingredients 

and relevant safety statements.225 A petition against the tattoo ink restrictions was raised, citing 

the unavailability of tattoo ink that matched the new regulatory standards, and raising concerns 

of negative economic effects and the acquisition of tattoos by customers through non-

professional methods, thereby putting consumers at higher risk.226 Overall, this analysis is not to 

fearmonger the dangers of tattoos. It is far more important that artists follow proper blood-borne 

pathogen protocols, as there is a much higher risk of infection from a dirty needle than through 

tattoo ink contamination. That being said, the EU has demonstrated that safe and reasonable 

regulation of tattoo ink can and should be done thusly. Despite this regulation, a 2023 scientific 

review on the safety of tattoo inks conclusively stated that the REACH “provisions do not 

sufficiently protect either the consumer or the tattoo industry,” and conclude that “more stringent 

safety assessment of the colourants used for tattooing is recommended, supported by studies and 

applicable legislation.”227 The application of REACH protocols is one significant area where 

legislation can be meaningfully improved in a capacity that supports forms of harm reduction. 

By legislating the production of safe inks instead of relying on current systems of protections, 

which are largely word-of-mouth among tattoo artists and policing who can buy materials by 

third-party companies, significant improvements to safety can be implemented for anyone who 

 
224 “Tattoo Inks and Permanent Make-up.” 
225 “REACH Restriction of Hazardous Substances in Tattoo Inks and Permanent Make-Up,” European Chemicals 
Agency, ECHA, March 29, 2022, https://echa.europa.eu/-/reach-restriction-of-hazardous-substances-in-tattoo-inks-
and-permanent-make-up. 
226 Anna Charuta et al., “Types of Colourants Used in Tattoo and Permanent Make‐up Techniques, Legal 
Regulations, Health, and Psychological Aspects of Tattooing,” Health Science Reports 6, no. 9 (September 1, 2023):  
e1360, https://doi.org/10.1002/hsr2.1360. 
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https://echa.europa.eu/-/reach-restriction-of-hazardous-substances-in-tattoo-inks-and-permanent-make-up
https://echa.europa.eu/-/reach-restriction-of-hazardous-substances-in-tattoo-inks-and-permanent-make-up
https://doi.org/10.1002/hsr2.1360


   
 

   
 

86 

 

engages with tattooing. This increases the opportunity for tattoo artists who are not associated 

with a studio professionally, including many Indigenous tattoo artists and DIY artists, to have 

access to safe and sanitary supplies. 

Tattoo Regulation in Ontario 

 Tattooing in Canada has very little federal or provincial regulation, and as demonstrated 

by the regulations implemented by the EU, is also significantly behind the recommended safety 

practices for tattoo ink. As such, much of the regulation is served through a method of self-

education and self-policing done by artists, studios, and even customers through reputation. The 

most important element of a body modification procedure is safety, as they are a form of 

interference and injury, or even surgery, involving the body. Bloodborne pathogen training is 

designed “for individuals who may be exposed to blood and body fluids during the performance 

of their work,” and educates professionals on proper sanitary measures to protect both 

themselves and, if applicable, their clientele from bloodborne infections including, but not 

limited to: Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV), Hepatitis B and C, malaria, syphilis, and 

brucellosis.228 Body modifications can be subject to other forms of infection, which could be 

dangerous to a client’s overall health or, at the very least, may destroy the tattoo (or piercing) 

itself. Despite the value of this prescience, as of 2024, bloodborne pathogen training is not 

currently required for tattoo artists in Ontario. Instead, as my interviews revealed, most artists 

will require bloodborne pathogen training as either a pre-requisite or the first step in an 

apprenticeship. This is required on an individual basis and remains a responsibility of the mentor 

or studio to enforce, rather than required as a regulation through legislation.  

 
228 “Bloodborne Pathogens,” Canadian Red Cross, 2024, https://myrc.redcross.ca/en/home-course-details/hs-bbp/. 
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 There are some forms of industry regulation in place to purchase tattoo supplies, most 

notably machines, needles, tubes, and reputable tattoo ink. Many of the more popular private 

companies that sell tattoo supplies require artists to provide proof that they tattoo professionally, 

including the name of their studio and their portfolio. This is not a requirement by all private 

companies. I was able to check out tattoo supplies on many of the online supply stores I visited. 

As a result, artists who are not affiliated with a studio may not be able to access certain supplies. 

Most notably, supply stores that do not require some form of pre-authorization often sell less 

reputable brands, meaning there is a higher chance for new or DIY artists to work with supplies, 

particularly ink, of a lower quality or less safe composition. Furthermore, private company 

regulation, which is highly variable, is not a replacement for comprehensive federal or provincial 

regulation. As a result, artists are reliant on reputation and word of mouth to find the assumed 

best companies and supplies. Due to issues with regulation, including accurate ingredient lists for 

tattoo ink, artists lack needed information to make informed decisions about supplies.  

 While the Ontario government holds certain health and safety requirements for tattoo 

studios, this is predominantly related to the physical space itself. Most tattoo studios are 

inspected by the provincial Health Board on an annual basis. Inspectors require certain physical 

elements of hygiene: a working sink, soap, hand sanitizer, a separate sterile room for the 

autoclave, the use of gloves, single use needles and safe biomedical disposal containers, and so 

forth. Inspections can range drastically depending on the depth of knowledge of the inspector 

present, alongside their familiarity with tattoo studio requirements, meaning the overall 

regulation of studio sanitation remains inconsistent at best. In addition, health inspections can 

change depending on municipality, leading to a further disparity in the quality of inspection. The 

City of Toronto has a Bodysafe program that outlines the core sanitation and safety measures for 
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clientele through infection prevention measures, and further provides a live map that reports all 

health inspection results.229 Ketzia Sherman, in their analysis of Toronto health inspections of 

tattoo studios from 2000-2020, found around 10% of studios (18/175) had a Conditional or 

Failed Status History, with the majority of these statuses assigned between 2015-2020 

(70.2%).230 The Bodysafe program allows anonymous tips for safety infractions, which is the 

only current regulatory apparatus for tattooing to exist. If studios fail their health inspection, they 

can be required to close for the duration of time it takes to fix the infraction, or, if they do not 

comply, could close for good. Research participant Ferdinand notes that most health inspectors 

are deeply hesitant to close businesses that are not compliant with safety procedures. If a shop is 

given several days to fix a major issue, they are not required to close in the meantime. Even 

when shops are repeat offenders for health violations, this pattern of behavior is not closely 

examined or punitively addressed.231 Ferdinand states: 

I also think that the health department has to get a little bit more brave. And what I mean 
by that is they’re very much about education and they don’t want to shut a business 
down, because then you’re putting people’s livelihoods at risk. I get that. However, if a 
certain business has repeat offenses year after year after year, maybe they should not have 
their public health approval or, you know, inspection passed. 
 

 The City of Guelph further requires that tattoo studios purchase a business license, for 

around $300, with piercing and tattoo studios, alongside other forms of personal care such as 

salons and spas, which the city terms “Personal Service Establishments.”232 The license 

theoretically provides a health inspection, fire inspection, and bylaw inspection annually. Bylaw 

is the most nebulous of the three for tattoo studios; they predominantly seem to look at parking 

 
229 “Tattooing,” City of Toronto, November 15, 2017, https://www.toronto.ca/community-people/health-wellness-
care/health-programs-advice/bodysafe/tattooing/. 
230 Ketzia Sherman, “Intersectional Ink: The Future of Fashionable Tattooing in the 21st Century,” in Futurities 
(Intersections | Cross-Sections (IS|CS), 2021). 
231 Ferdinand. 
232 “Get a City of Guelph Business Licence.” City of Guelph, 2024. https://guelph.ca/business/licences-and-
permits/business-licences-bylaw-background/. 
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requirements and hygienic setups (for example, an at-home masseuse has the proper equipment 

installed to clean their towels, or something of that nature). Since tattooing no longer requires the 

use of an autoclave, as disposable needles and cartridges are now easily available and generally 

preferred, there is little that bylaw appears to regulate. Ferdinand found that, in his experience, 

the fire inspections are now done and submitted by the shop owner, rather than a third party. 

Further, since the Covid-19 pandemic, the same has happened with bylaw inspections, meaning 

there is little accountability for studios. For instance, how are they verifying that the paperwork 

submitted is accurate? He takes issue with the application of the business license requirement, 

which is only for personal service industries (restaurants or personal services like hair, nails, or 

body modification) but excludes retail businesses. As such, in Guelph, ON for instance, a 

business license is the main regulatory condition for tattooing. Artists who tattoo from home can 

be reported for running an unregistered business. There is some opportunity to report the tattooist 

to the Ministry of Health for violating conditions of a home tattoo studio. Due to the variability 

between municipalities, many other cities do not require a business license, meaning the only 

regulation on the industry is through these studio health board requirements. Most importantly, 

this means there are no regulations determining who can tattoo. Ferdinand maintains that 

bloodborne pathogen training and CPR should be a requirement for all tattoo and piercing artists, 

without exception, and this should be monitored by a governing body. As he highlights, artists 

are left in the dark on key aspects of their own trade, such as ink composition: “Because a lot of 

the ink companies, they won’t release their entire formula because it’s like trade secret. And 

that’s completely legal to do. So it’s hard to know exactly what’s going on.”  
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 Do-It-Yourself tattooing, or DIY tattooing, is, as the City of Toronto states, “tattoos that 

are given by non-professional tattoo artists in people’s homes.”233 DIY tattooing, particularly 

using a machine, is often referred to as “scratching” while manual handpoke is often called “stick 

n’ poke.” DIY is considered unregulated, as the premises that the artist tattoos from (often either 

their home or a client’s home) is not “licensed or inspected by your local health department.”234 

Historically, DIY tattoos have been heavily denigrated by tattoo artists for a variety of reasons; 

these range from concerns about the sanitation and safety of the tattoos given, the quality of the 

tattoo technique and art, to more general gatekeeping and concern for oversaturation of the tattoo 

industry. Further, the lines between DIY and “professional” artists are remarkably slim—as seen 

with the City of Toronto’s definition—professional legitimacy is only gained through tattooing 

from a studio. Many studios have “legitimate” or “professional” tattoo artists who originate from 

DIY backgrounds themselves. Moreover, this does not appropriately legitimise or acknowledge 

forms of tattooing outside the narrow confines of capitalistic Western tattooing, as there are 

many forms of global and Indigenous cultural tattoo practice that are, if not antithetical to the 

“legitimate” Western tattoo studio, at least outside the confines of their acceptability.  

Apprenticeship as Model 

 As such, Western tattooing theoretically views apprenticeship as the best model to gain 

legitimacy, largely due to the apprentice’s acceptance into a working tattoo studio. Apprenticing 

between different forms of trade or craft contains remarkable overlapping elements, although the 

skill and knowledge itself may be wildly different. Piercing, as an industry, holds the most 

overall similarities to tattooing, and this is due to the intrinsic nature of modifying people’s 

 
233 “Do-It-Yourself Tattooing,” City of Toronto, November 15, 2017, https://www.toronto.ca/community-
people/health-wellness-care/health-programs-advice/bodysafe/do-it-yourself-tattooing/. 
234 City of Toronto, “Do-It-Yourself Tattooing.” 

https://www.toronto.ca/community-people/health-wellness-care/health-programs-advice/bodysafe/do-it-yourself-tattooing/
https://www.toronto.ca/community-people/health-wellness-care/health-programs-advice/bodysafe/do-it-yourself-tattooing/
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bodies. Both require the same base of bloodborne pathogen training, understanding of anatomy, 

and use of similar supplies and spaces. Apprenticeship in both industries begins with an 

education on bloodborne pathogens and proper sanitation, an understanding of what the tools of 

the industry are and how to use them, and development of skills in cleaning, sanitation, and front 

counter (or customer interaction). Both industries require apprentices to shadow artists and begin 

tattooing or piercing as an unpaid or reduced-rate service (ideally under supervision). As such, it 

is important to include piercing into discussions of tattooing and body modification, particularly 

with regard to the industry, as they remain deeply entwined. 

Participant: Ferdinand 

Ferdinand, a piercer and tattoo/piercing studio owner, has been in the industry since the 

early 2000’s. They originally worked in hospitality and had a lifelong interest in body 

modifications. Despite this, opportunities were limited: “…this is a really hard industry to get 

into. It took me five years to find an apprenticeship.” They regularly hung out at a tattoo studio 

and were able to fill in at the counter on a day when many of the staff members had called in 

sick. The studio offered them a piercing apprenticeship. Their studio often participated in forms 

of hazing and practical jokes. Ferdinand noted, “Definitely got woken up with firecrackers on 

more than one occasion.” They began by shadowing the piercers as they explained different 

elements of the piercing process, learned different types of jewelry, and the sterilization process. 

They emphasized that the shadowing process is extremely important to learning how to do body 

modification and piercing, arguing that even shadowing someone with bad technique is an 

opportunity to see what not to do. In their own apprenticeship, they began piercing after about a 

year. They started with easier piercings and slowly added more difficult piercing locations as 
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their skills grew. They stayed at the studio for three years, before moving to a different city and 

continuing to work as a piercer.  

They have regularly and successfully mentored piercing apprentices and this is in large 

part due to their structured approach to education. As Ferdinand outlines, there is a clear learning 

process that should be undertaken for every piercing apprentice, which builds on a knowledge 

basis that begins through shadowing. They gave the following summary of the learning process 

as such: shadowing is the first step of most apprenticeships, which involves the apprentice 

following a normal workday from start to finish and simply observing procedure. Apprentices 

shadow the booking and front desk duties, customer interactions and education, as well as the 

full sterilization and piercing process. Through observation, the apprentice learns both the 

appropriate methods and the structure of this industry. They will familiarize themselves with the 

different types of piercings, anatomy, and jewelry. Apprentices are often required to participate in 

a bloodborne pathogen training course. Once the apprentice is appropriately familiar with these 

core concepts, they take over certain duties. This starts with simple cleaning and set-up 

procedures (setting up the needed equipment before a client arrives), which begins to familiarize 

them with applying their bloodborne pathogen training. With the mentor watching closely, 

apprentices will begin to set up and sterilize the room and equipment prior to appointments, as 

well as learn how to use the autoclave. Even simple tasks such as taking out the garbage follow a 

sanitation procedure that ensures the cleanest garbage bins (those which have not come in 

contact with bodily fluids), such as those located in the front desk and bathrooms, are taken out 

before contaminated garbages (ones that have come in contact with bodily fluids) are touched. 

The apprentice will slowly be given more duties under careful supervision of the mentor. This 

begins with marking piercings, which are then checked by the piercer, before the mentor pierces 
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the customer and puts in the jewelry. Once the apprentice is capable of marking, they will be 

tasked with inserting the jewelry as well. The final step would include the apprentice doing the 

piercing. Ferdinand explained, “And then it would just progress, then they would learn how to 

put the jewelry in. And then the final step was the actual piercing. So it was a very like, “first we 

learned this, then we learned this, then we learned this,” and it’s just a very slow, step by step 

process.” Generally, the apprentice should do each type of piercing (each anatomical location, 

with specific types of jewelry) around 10-20 times under supervision before they can start 

piercing customers alone. They note that social media is an important support for apprentices, as 

it allows them to advertise free or reduced-price piercings to a broad audience and develop their 

skills more quickly.  

Ferdinand argues that bloodborne pathogen training, a review of anatomy, business 

training, and an overview of supplies and procedures (such as using an autoclave) are all 

important topics that apprentices should learn before they begin to shadow and start to undertake 

the procedures themselves. Further, standardized education on these topics would reduce the 

amount of misinformation that has been spread. Misinformation comes in all forms, but certain 

issues for piercing stand out: proper healing protocols, treatments for irritation bumps, body-safe 

jewelry and safe types of piercings, as well the difference between keloids,235 hypertrophic scars, 

and irritation bumps. Ferdinand mentioned that, while the internet can be an important way for 

customers to educate themselves on piercings, it has also become a vehicle for misinformation 

and can contribute to difficulties for piercers. He states that more accessible public education 

should be available: “I think public health should have more options out there and that there 

 
235 A keloid is a type of raised scar. It is often misidentified, most often with hypertrophic scars. In piercing, it is also 
often misidentified with forms of irritation bumps, which can be caused by many issues including the wrong jewelry, 
injury to the site, poor piercing cleaning, or simply body rejection. Please see Chapter 4 for an analysis of keloiding. 
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should be a public health bloodborne pathogen course that you should be able to access.” Better 

public knowledge and understanding of bloodborne pathogens would not only benefit tattoo 

artists broadly but give opportunities for clients to better understand them as well, which could 

create an opportunity for them to evaluate artists in an unregulated industry, reducing the risk of 

harm. Ferdinand feels that, while there are much better supplies available for piercers and tattoo 

artists now than when they started, there are still significant areas for improvement. In piercing, 

they emphasized the amount of jewelry for sale that is not body safe as an ongoing issue:  

Quite often, you’ll just go in and it’ll say surgical steel on the packaging. There’s no such 
thing. It’s an umbrella term with no formal definition. And it just means any steel that can 
be used in a surgical setting. So it could be the blade of a scalpel, it could be the metals 
the tools are made out of, which are safe for short term body contact, but you wouldn’t 
want to have it in the body long term.  
So I think that there should definitely be requirements that way, so that people know what 
they can and can’t buy or should and shouldn’t buy.  
 

Another key example they gave was coloured jewelry, stating that most white or red coloured 

jewelry is not safe due to the coating applied to the metal. Further, they explain the gap in 

regulating powder coated metals: “And here’s where it kind of gets tricky… is that process is 

used for medical devices. But that process is also used for motorcycle frames. Now the question 

is, how are they doing it to the jewelry? None of the companies will tell you that.” The lack of 

transparent information on body modification supplies is an ongoing issue and one that is also 

significant regarding tattoo inks. 

The structure of apprenticeship reveals key tenets of a graduated system of skill 

acquisition and learning that can be geared to each individual apprentice’s skill level and pace. 

This is one of the most beneficial qualities, in contrast with standardized and institutionalized 

knowledge, which is built towards an “average” student. Due to precision and safety concerns 

associated with body modification, apprenticeship can provide a deeper quality of personalized 
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education, thereby reducing the risk for mistakes both during the learning process and as a 

lifelong professional in the industry. The apprentice has a greater opportunity to ask specific 

questions geared to their own understandings and limitations. As Ferdinand explained: 

Like, some peers that I’ve talked to, when they are apprenticing somebody, they have to 
watch them do the same piercing a minimum of like ten times or twenty times before that 
person is allowed to do it on their own, right? That’s going to happen a lot quicker on ear 
piercings, and nostril piercings, than it will, let’s say, on genital piercings, because you 
might go an entire year and only do five. 
 

Ferdinand’s model, which requires that a piercing apprentice repeat the same type of piercing 

until they can replicate the exact procedure every time—especially with consideration for natural 

variation in human anatomy—reveals one of the most valuable elements of apprenticeship as a 

model for learning. These qualities can be found in tattoo apprenticeship. 

 Ferdinand identified one of the main challenges with the current apprenticeship model for 

piercing and tattooing, which is the question of who should get paid, and how. They explained 

that they asked the Ministry of Labour, who were unable to give clear answers: 

And their answer was, “You need to speak to a labour lawyer because we don’t know the 
answer to this.” Because they’re like, “Well, you’re teaching them a skill. So okay. But 
okay, so if they’re only at the studio, and they’re just learning, then technically you don’t 
have to pay them. But if they’re doing actual work, like taking out the garbage, then you 
have to pay them for that.” 
 

Ferdinand argued that paying for apprentices is very likely to reduce the number of opportunities 

for apprenticeship, as many artists and studio owners would prefer to bring in an experienced 

piercer or tattooist, who would bring profit into the shop. While hiring apprentices to work as 

counter staff is common and something Ferdinand supports, there are many studios who do not 

require a counter staff, which contributes to this issue of apprenticeship availability. In addition, 

Ferdinand explained the complexities of charging apprentices. On one hand, it allows the mentor 

to recoup some of their material costs and lost hours and, further, determines if a potential 
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apprentice is serious about committing to the process. They stated, “For me, I’m like, no, I’m 

gonna get people that want to do this as a career. And in a way, I find that if you are like, “Yep, 

it’s gonna cost you X amount,” then it’s a way of knowing if they’re serious about it.” At the 

same time, they note this is an area for potential abuse, adding, “…one of the studios that I 

worked at were just like, just get apprentices and it’s an extra revenue stream.” Ferdinand 

touched on the fact that mentoring can be a difficult process as it requires strong communication 

skills and explanations for why tasks are done in a certain way. Further, there is a risk that an 

apprentice could make a mistake on a client:  

So it’s just that extra little bit of stress. Because now like, not only are you worried about 
your own piercings turning out great, you’re also worried about this other person that 
you’re obviously not in control of what they’re doing. (AM: But you’re still responsible.) 
But you’re still responsible. 
 

Ferdinand emphasized that better protections for apprentices are absolutely necessary, due to the 

transformation of the industry. They highlighted how the growing popularity and acceptance of 

piercings and tattoos has reduced stigmatization and resulted in a myriad of new techniques but 

has also produced unethical business practices. They noted how extremely high rent rates for 

studios drive high chair/commission fees and push artists to work more than they may want to or 

be comfortable with. Ferdinand noted that this contributes to the prevalence of apprentice farms 

and other forms of apprentice exploitation: “Because people are definitely being scammed. So 

many people want to just get into the industry because like I said, it’s a cool industry, without 

realizing that it’s an actual industry. It’s not the subculture it was 20-plus years ago. It’s 

mainstream.” At the same time, they acknowledge that implementing new regulations will be 

difficult, and regulations must be carefully considered, pointing out, “A lot of the industry does 

not want there to be regulations,” and adding, “Because some of the regulations they come out 

with are dumb.”  
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Ferdinand explained that successful regulations must centre professionals in their design: 

“there should be more involvement like with actual artists.” They explained that internal industry 

regulation, especially in piercing, has been growing successfully and positively influencing the 

best practice standards for piercing significantly. As they outlined, the Association of 

Professional Piercers, or the APP, is an international (U.S. based) membership system for 

piercers that provides ongoing education such as webinars, a piercing conference, and piercing 

seminars for their members. They explain that the APP is not a form of official certification, is 

almost entirely volunteer based, but that “You’re joining this organization voluntarily, that shows 

that you hold yourself and other piercers working with you to a higher standard than what public 

health would do.” Ferdinand emphasized that internal regulatory methods such as the APP are a 

much stronger starting point than externally imposed governmental regulation because they are 

designed by experts within the industry. 

Apprenticeship as Practice 

Participant: Petek (Part 1) 

Petek, a queer/disabled artist and studio owner, originally did a fine arts degree in 

university while working odd jobs, including commission art and retail. They had been interested 

in body modification for a long time and regularly browsed mod forums on the early internet. 

Petek even interviewed another tattoo artist during their degree and was able to learn some of the 

ins of the industry. They worked odd jobs after graduating, designing collaborative artwork for 

local bands and art requests such as pet portraits. They began pursuing tattooing, developing a 

portfolio and bringing it around to most of the local shops. Out of the many places they applied, 

only four shops responded by offering an interview.  



   
 

   
 

98 

 

Petek noted that most of these shops did not have the feeling they wanted. One shop was 

run by a man who did not tattoo and who continually mentioned how many apprentices he had 

pushed through previously. Further, he only outlined duties surrounding cleaning and gave no 

further timeline or details about what the learning process would look like besides the cleaning 

duties. A second shop, predominantly a walk-in style shop, already had several apprentices. 

Petek found the dynamic between an older male mentor and a group of very young, thin, White, 

female apprentices to be concerning and potentially even predatory. The third shop never 

answered their door. The last shop was one that Petek’s friend had done their apprenticeship at, 

and they had some reservations. Petek had met this friend and fellow queer tattoo artist through 

an art supply shop. Their friend had left the studio during their apprenticeship following a 

confrontation about money and transparency issues at the studio. They warned Petek of this but 

said that, otherwise, it might be an acceptable choice for an apprenticeship. Petek noted that the 

owners had a markedly different approach to their last few interview experiences—they 

reviewed each portfolio work one by one, giving feedback. Further, they outlined a full learning 

timeline and trajectory for Petek to follow, including duties that did not just encompass cleaning. 

As an additional positive, the owners were both queer themselves. Following the interview, Petek 

agreed to come on board. 

Petek began their apprenticeship by shadowing, cleaning, getting bloodborne pathogen 

training, and was then educated in how to do set ups and breakdowns. They continued to draw on 

the side and get feedback. They were tasked with drawing walk-in requests and other small 

pieces for the artists, who would then stencil and tattoo the design. They became proficient at 

doing each artist’s individual set up and break down and were then given lessons on how to put 

together coil machines, how to stencil properly, and other elements of the tattooing process. They 
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also highlighted the flexibility of the studio overall; the apprenticeship was fully unpaid and 

Petek was able to come in between shifts at their other job. They generally came in for a few 

days a week. Petek emphasized the importance of a trade labour-for-education model as being an 

important entryway for marginalized and low-income people, and that without both the unpaid 

element and the studio flexibility, they would not have been able to do the apprenticeship. As 

they stated, “I actually do quite like the dynamic of exchange of labour for learning. Because it 

made it accessible to me because I had no money, and I would not have been able to learn 

otherwise. But when the labour is relevant, because that is a fair trade.” On this last note, they 

explained that the irrelevant labour that many tattoo apprentices are put through—for example, 

running errands for a mentor, or getting coffee, are not a fair labour trade for education; tattoo 

apprenticeship labour should be specific to developing skills related to the profession. 

After around a year, they were asked to begin tattooing. Their first tattoo was done on 

their mentor, who requested a full colour piece. From there, they began to tattoo friends and 

family with direct supervision from the owners. Petek notes that both the owners were highly 

involved with their first tattoos and gave regular feedback and suggestions for improvement. 

They stated, “They would watch me tattoo. Like the first few that I did, they fully supervised like 

the whole thing. Both of them. And they were sort of like trying to give some pointers. And but 

there’s only so much you can really tell someone learning, like it’s really you just have to do it a 

million times and you kind of figure it out.” From there, they were able to expand their customer 

base, as well as do regular walk-ins. One of the learning strategies that Petek noted was the 

owner’s insistence that they learn a variety of tattooing styles, citing that they were fans of the 

television show Ink Master and would even dedicate certain weeks to learning a particular tattoo 

style. The downside, Petek found, was that they were sometimes pushed to tattoo walk-ins or 
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clients with designs they were uncomfortable with— “tribal” being one. They mentioned, “She 

was like, making me do tattoos that were not something I was good at. And I didn’t need to be 

doing them. And it wasn’t fair to the person receiving them.” Herein, we can see one of the key 

distinguishing features between walk-in style shops and art-style specific shops, although the 

distinction remains nebulous.  

Petek continued to regularly tattoo and develop their skills for a few months until, 

unexpectedly, the shop had to close for several months. Petek was reassured, though, that 

insurance would cover their time off. Over the months the shop remained closed, they worked a 

few odd jobs but expected that insurance would cover their lost wages. Once the studio was 

opened, Petek was handed a few hundred dollars—as it turned out, they were never part of the 

insurance agreement as an apprentice, and they were suddenly left in a difficult financial 

situation. The limitations of studio protections, particularly for apprentices who are often not 

officially hired as employees, reflect a massive financial precarity in the field. When, or if, a 

studio has to close suddenly, apprentices are unable to apply for unemployment. This incident 

was a major contributing factor to the erosion of goodwill between Petek and their main mentor. 

In addition, they learned that several nearby studios had offered the artists spots to work while 

the studio was closed, which the owners had rejected without allowing Petek to know or consider 

the offers themselves. Petek explained this was tied to their older tattoo industry mentality (that 

ties into elements such as non-compete contracts) and the owners were nervous that these studios 

would poach their artists or otherwise take advantage of them. Petek was deeply frustrated by 

this decision. They had lost months of potential time to tattoo and develop their skills, which 

impacted their learning significantly, and they did not receive pay for lost income that they were 



   
 

   
 

101 

 

assured would be covered by the insurance agreement. Moreover, as they came out as trans, they 

began to feel less comfortable with the studio as well:  

And so it was cool to be in a place that was at all queer, but it was still pretty traditionally 
queer, I guess. And still held on to a lot of like, toxic traditional shop values, which sort 
of counteracted any kind of warm, welcoming, inclusive queerness. But I can’t compare 
to what a normal shop would have been like, but it did feel a lot more comfortable, I 
think, than a lot of other shops would have.  
 

The combination of differences in opinion eventually culminated in a falling-out between Petek 

and one of their mentors.  

Following this, Petek was offered a position at an all-queer studio run by a friend of 

theirs. They continued to develop their skills and refine their techniques, settling into a specific 

artistic style and working predominantly on large custom pieces. They noted that they have never 

relied much on social media such as Instagram, instead focusing on word-of-mouth. They 

emphasize that this is the best way to build clientele: “…if you do an actual good tattoo and put 

the effort into doing good work and also being a decent person who’s comfortable to be around, 

then that is what actually will help build a client base.” Petek is not interested in maintaining a 

strong social media presence and feels that many studios misrepresent themselves through social 

media, which can lead clients to experience a disjunction between their expectations of the shop 

as it was advertised on social media and the way the studio runs in person. They feel that word of 

mouth is a safer option for clients to find tattoo artists they are strongly compatible with. After 

moving through several queer-oriented studios, which were often closed due to issues related to 

rent, they were able to open their own queer studio, where they remain currently. 

They acknowledge that their apprenticeship was much improved from the average 

experience of artists, especially those from the same time period. Despite this, they felt there was 

still a significant limitation in their education: “…they did their best with what they had, even 
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though a lot of their advice wasn’t great. So like, despite the fact that they were present, and they 

were fairly helpful, it was very self-directed.” They mention a few areas where they felt their 

mentors, through their own limitations, were unable to teach Petek further. Both mentors had 

limited knowledge of tattoo machines themselves—they used some needle types inappropriately, 

and only used one machine to tattoo, which meant manually switching out tubes and needles. 

When Petek moved to the second shop, they were able to keep learning techniques and build 

their skills further. 

Petek has not mentored anyone themselves, but they plan to when they are ready to retire 

from tattooing as a profession. They want to prioritize queer / racialized / disabled artists. They 

note that they would have some limitations on their ability to teach, based on their personal art 

style, citing that specializing in teaching colour would not be possible for them. Petek is a strong 

fan of the trade of labour for education as currently modeled in tattooing, as they argue this 

allows people who could not pay for education to be able to enter the industry. At the same time, 

they acknowledge that there are limitations inherent in the current apprenticeship system. They 

noted that many studios create conditions such as apprentice farms or factories to benefit from 

the free labour provided without upholding their end of the deal and teaching their apprentices 

fully how to tattoo. They fear that without proper oversight and careful implementation, tattoo 

artists that are paid to teach apprentices would simply pocket the money and not change their 

habits. As such, any move to change the current system would have to involve protections. Petek 

has a strong opposition to the position and term of “junior artist” —generally considered a 

position held by newer tattooists who have completed their preliminary apprenticeship and have 

a limited experience in tattooing. As Petek outlines: 

So traditionally, there’s an apprentice. And then when you reach a certain point where 
you are able, you are competent, and you can be on your own, and the shop trusts that 
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you will not fuck things up, then you are a tattooer. You get the appropriate cut, or 
whatever the relationship is between tattooer and shop, if it’s like a charity or whatever, 
you just move from apprentice to that. And now there’s this middle zone of junior artist, 
which to me always means you are no longer observed. So it’s like, as soon as you start 
tattooing, they’re like, “You’re not an apprentice anymore. You’re a junior, do those 
walk-ins, goodbye. But you’re not a full tattooer yet, so we still get more money from 
you. And we’re gonna just happily dole out shit tattoos, and we’re gonna keep all that 
money or like keep a large majority.” So it’s like a way for the shop to profit while 
getting to avert responsibility. Junior tattooers is a very new phenomenon. And it is from 
apprentice factories specifically. It is bullshit. It is a bullshit role. I’m so mad that it 
exists. 

 
Key Learning Qualities 

 As demonstrated by Petek’s apprenticeship, tattooing requires the blended development 

of several skills through the learning process. There are a number of core learning principles that 

must be met in order to tattoo both in a safe and successful manner. Likewise, it is necessary to 

develop personal and management practices as they pertain to elements of tattooing, like client 

interaction, business structure, and tattoo style and technique. In the following paragraph, I will 

summarize key points of the learning process. 

 The first and most notable of the skills an apprentice must develop is proper bloodborne 

pathogen sanitation, including proper sanitation and cleaning of the shop. It is necessary to learn 

the handling of tattooing materials and interaction with the client (this includes proper sanitary 

measures while shaving, stencilling, tattooing, and providing aftercare). This can be seen as a 

capstone element of learning to tattoo. Apprentices will develop their individual art style and 

grow familiar with translating client ideas into their own visual style. Further, they will learn 

how to create designs that will interact with the canvas of body as a three-dimensional medium. 

Bodies and skin have variability that is seldom found in other forms of art: skin stretches and 

contorts with movement, and the curves of body parts can contort lines and designs. There are 

some limitations to the application of a tattoo itself. Skin itself can vary greatly in texture, 
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stretch, and inflammation. Likewise, artists may have to accommodate for natural qualities of 

skin such as scarring, moles, skin conditions, stretch marks, or other features. Different bodies 

heal in variable ways. Further, healing is variable depending on the location and use of a body 

part. Hands, for example, are notorious for having both thin skin and heavy daily use, both of 

which impede ideal healing for tattoos. Tattooists must account for other factors, such as 

movement. Tattoos on the stomach, chest, or even neck, for instance, mean the artist must 

accommodate the natural rise and fall of breath (not to mention talking, swallowing, and so 

forth).  

 In addition to developing both a personal style that embraces the dimensionality and 

variability of skin as canvas, apprentices are expected to learn how to use and apply the 

appropriate tools of the trade. They are taught how to set up and break down for a tattoo, what 

the requisite equipment such as needles or machines are used for and how to set them up, how to 

create and place a stencil, and how to wrap or bandage a finished tattoo. Artists are expected to 

educate their clients on proper aftercare for the tattoo. Once these skills have been developed, the 

technique of tattooing itself is undertaken. The apprentice must “feel out” their machine and 

learn how to tattoo on different parts of the body with time and practice. This includes learning 

how to position clients in a way that is comfortable for them while ensuring the tattoo location 

physically accessible for the artist. Although mentors can answer questions and provide 

adjustments, much of this comes down to repetition. In addition, artists must become 

comfortable with working from a reference photo and with a stencil, which can be difficult as 

stencils are easily rubbed off during the process of tattooing. Artists learn to work from bottom to 

top to best preserve the stencil, since as an artist tattoos, their hands and the motion of wiping 

excess ink and Vaseline away from the area they are tattooing can smear or remove the stencil. 
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An artist’s personal style and artistic background impact their tattooing technique. For example, 

a painter may build colour through the building and blending of colour and undertones, while an 

illustrator may emphasize bold, legible linework. Due to these differences in artistic technique, 

apprentices need to find artists who work in similar or complimentary art styles to their own in 

order to best learn how to apply their artistic technique and develop their tattooing style.  

Participant: S.B. 

S.B. was originally in a fine art program at university. Their partner, a piercer, 

recommended S.B. join a local tattoo studio in need of a tattoo artist, as they had a background in 

art and did not have a clear career outlined at the time. They met with the owner and were 

immediately hired at the studio, with the premise that they needed to learn tattooing as quickly as 

possible to field clients. They shadowed and learned the basics of tattooing for around three 

months before they were given a machine and asked to take on clients on a walk-in basis, as this 

was the predominant style for the studio. When they started, they were given a pay commission 

rate of 25% of their hourly earnings—later, this was moved to 45% (the regular artist 

commission). As they summarized, “it was really unreasonable.” They felt their apprenticeship 

was extremely informal: they showed up for work, asked their mentor artist questions, and 

practiced. They were not required to do bloodborne pathogen training, nor was it something that 

was common at the time. They did not have a specified structure for their progression, as their 

mentor was pressured by the owner to teach S.B. As a result, they felt that their mentor was not 

motivated or interested in teaching them. 

As they entered the tattoo industry in the early 2000’s, a few key differences were 

apparent in the studio and apprenticeship process. First, they were required to sign a non-

competitive contractual agreement upon their hiring. This agreement was much more common in 
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small cities for tattoo artists and apprentices; it stipulated that the artist could not work at another 

tattoo studio in the same city for a designated number of years. In S.B.’s case, they signed an 

eight-year contract. The veracity of non-compete contracts as a legally binding agreement 

remains questionable at best. Despite this, many artists and apprentices are still affected by these 

contracts, as the studios within their locale will honour these contracts and will not hire them. 

S.B. worked at the studio for the entire contract period before immediately leaving after it was 

done. They noted that bloodborne pathogen certification and health board visitation was not 

implemented in their city until the early 2010’s. In the early 2000’s, it was truly the “wild west.”  

S.B. explained that the workplace had some issues with hazing and abuse, mostly by the 

owner. They would use people’s weaknesses or fears in order to gain power and authority over 

the other tattoo artists, and this created a very negative work environment. In particular, S.B. 

noted that the owner often threatened the artists with job security, and that they learned to 

respond to this job insecurity with the threat of the entire staff leaving if anyone was fired 

unjustly. S.B. stated that apprentice hazing and abuse is indeed common in the industry, and that 

each tattoo studio is their own unique environment, which makes it difficult to parse. S.B. 

highlighted the difficulty that apprentices experience in fighting back against abusive behaviour 

when their entire apprenticeship is at stake. They recounted their experience: 

Yeah, it was quite a ruthless situation where I still made plans undercover, to have my 
exit strategy. And in the meantime, I was pushing the boundaries about how far I could 
fight against my boss. But right, I had to have that individual fight instinct and like, is my 
job security enough for me to tell the boss off in this moment? 
She had a lot of power over me still, but luckily for me, her greed superseded my poking 
away at her power. Right? She also perceived me as an asset. And I don’t know…  
 

They suggest that artists and apprentices should try to spend as much time as they can in the 

studio before signing on—as they put it: do some form of consultation first. The lack of 

availability of apprenticeships has been an issue associated with apprenticeship broadly and is 
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both a historic and ongoing issue within tattooing. They state, “There’s a lot of pressure. 

Apprenticeships aren’t available. They’re rare. So it’s interesting… that the whole apprenticeship 

situation is very vulnerable to abuse because of that.” They note that tattooing in the early 2000’s 

was extremely male dominated and studio culture held some of these “tough it out” qualities in 

how apprentices and even clients were treated. S.B. maintains that the inclusion of female tattoo 

artists and owners has both majorly and beneficially shifted the industry and the ways in which 

tattoo artists treat each other and clients.  

After S.B.’s contract was finished, they rented out their own space and began a private 

tattoo studio. They were less than motivated to work under another large shop after their 

treatment by the previous studio owner, and they felt they had the skills to “wear all the hats” and 

run it themself. They worked from this private studio for another ten years, until their landlord 

changed and their contract ended. Faced with the difficulties of renting, S.B. decided to modify 

their (owned) home into a studio instead. This process was difficult. City zoning laws and 

requirements were difficult to parse. They had to commit a lot of time and research in order to 

successfully and legally renovate their house into a studio that would pass health board 

inspections and be considered a legitimate business. While the renovation held several barriers 

and regulations that took significant work to follow, the same is not true of a tattoo studio once it 

has opened. They are required to have a yearly business license, which includes a visit from the 

health board, a fire inspection, and a bylaw inspection. Since bylaw predominantly seems to 

address parking requirements and hygienic setups (for example, that an at-home masseuse has 

the proper equipment installed to clean their towels, or something of that nature), S.B. felt that 

there was little regulatory relevance with regard to their studio. As tattooing no longer requires 
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the use of an autoclave because disposable needles and cartridges are now readily available and 

generally preferred, there is little that the bylaw component appears to regulate.  

S.B. has mentored several apprentices, each for around three years. They have taken on a 

new artist, just post-apprenticeship, and guided them in furthering their learning and giving them 

the knowledge to open and run their own studio. S.B. believes that there is no best graduated 

method to learning tattooing. Instead, they believe that learning how to physically tattoo 

someone is best done in a hands-on, trial by fire approach. When people approached S.B. for an 

apprenticeship, they would let each potential apprentice tattoo them with a small design and give 

feedback as they tattooed. They chose their apprentices based on their receptiveness to feedback 

and ability to learn through this tattoo. From there, they would devote around six hours a week to 

teaching the apprentice. All the apprenticeships were unpaid, and S.B. supplied all materials 

needed. Apprentices could use S.B.’s machines and would have to buy their own equipment once 

they had enough experience and knowledge to understand what type of machine (or other 

materials, like inks or type of chair) would suit them best. They had each apprentice immediately 

start tattooing once they understood bloodborne pathogens and cross-contamination. Each 

apprentice began by mainly tattooing people they knew well. S.B. states that clients will find 

you. They told their apprentices to design artwork based on their current skill level; there were 

no specific types of art or designs that apprentices must start with. S.B. noted that people have 

different learning speeds, and they would adjust their teaching to each apprentice’s strengths and 

abilities, rather than follow a formulaic approach. As they noted: 

So there wasn’t a grand plan, there wasn’t a checklist, maybe a rough checklist about 
some things like cross contamination, for example. But other than that, there’s actually a 
lot of free rein in how tattooing is supposed to be. There’s many, many different ways it 
can be. So, I was trying to pay attention to what the person was capable of producing, and 
hone in on advice to promote that.  
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From there, their apprentices slowly built a base of clientele. S.B. encouraged them to take any 

pay they were offered by clientele but did not require them to set any hourly rate, and S.B. did 

not take any percentage of their earnings.  

S.B. expected their apprentices to transition from their apprenticeship to become a full 

tattoo artist who would then be regularly employed through the shop, pay a chair fee, and recoup 

the costs that S.B. had invested into their learning over the last three years. Here, S.B. found 

things fell apart for them. Part of this, they found, was in the difficulty in distinguishing when an 

apprentice became an artist: “There really isn’t any hard line there. There’s no finishing your 

apprenticeship. Now you’re professional… that really doesn’t exist. It’s this really long learning 

process that you could say just simply continues throughout your life.” They found that at the 

end of the learning period, their apprentices did not transition smoothly from the hierarchical 

mentor-apprentice relationship into more equal colleagues. They wanted to join other studios. 

This was frustrating for S.B. overall, as it meant their labour in teaching and supporting their 

apprentices felt largely unacknowledged and unrecompensed. They estimate that, in 

combination, they have lost around $30,000 CAD in both materials and teaching time (time they 

could have spent tattooing) between the three apprentices. Further, they feel that it is highly 

unlikely that this transition from apprentice to full artist at the same studio will go well regularly: 

“Even if there was a structure, I still believe the conflicts of an apprenticeship would remain the 

same. Those conflicts also exist in many other apprenticeships in the world.” One of the main 

factors in this is the time each apprentice takes to learn. As each person learns at their own rate, 

mentorship should ideally be tailored to their learning pace. At the same time, this conflicts with 

the need for apprentices to have a projected timeline to finish, particularly due to the unpaid 

nature of it. 
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S.B. states that if they were to take on another apprentice, they would have specific 

standards to adhere to. First and foremost, they would require a three-year contract agreement for 

six hours of S.B.’s teaching time, per week. Generally, this would be broken into two three-hour 

sessions. They would require a significant payment, up front, for this three-year contract. They 

ballpark the figure at somewhere between $5,000 to $10,000. Despite this, their primary 

motivation was simply to teach:  

I would also say that, you know, there was lots of benefits that happened through the 
whole thing too, and that all three of my apprentices are also successful tattoo artists out 
in the world. I did enjoy the teaching of it. I liked the responsibility of coming up with the 
lessons. And, at least in the beginnings of all of them, I really felt useful. 
 

S.B. was in favour of a course that could provide some of the preliminary teaching on important 

elements around tattooing, like proper sanitation, before apprentices begin to tattoo. They stated, 

“To do the tattooing, you must know what cross contamination means and all the things out of it. 

So that would be a pre course. And if you pass that, then you then could apply to the thing. 

That’s probably how something like that would be structured.” They felt that a college structure 

was the most likely to be successful in terms of changing the way that tattooing was taught in a 

major way. They felt this was the strongest protection for apprentices: “Actually, that’s probably 

the only like, real important advantage that a structure like that would have, because then you 

would have a system to hold somebody accountable for an abuse.” S.B. felt that tattooing has 

grown as an industry to such an extent that it will attract the attention of further regulation, such 

as tattoo inks, as they have seen better safety standards and regulations slowly introduced over 

their career. 

Since mentoring three apprentices, all of whom have gone on to have continued 

successful careers in tattooing, S.B. has stepped back from apprenticing. They instead took on a 

recently apprenticed artist at their studio, which was an approach they felt worked more strongly 
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with them. They explained that the positives of having a hands-off approach were strongly 

beneficial for this new artist as they continued their learning process: “I still applied my very 

independent type of learning, where all hands on and just, you know, asking questions and seeing 

different ways to do that. And then that was my most successful team experience.” They added, 

“So there was a very clear goal: that I wasn’t responsible for teaching him things because he 

already did that part. And there was a lot of other things to learn, where it’s like, how to do your 

own paperwork, how to run the show on your own, what are all the bits and pieces missing to do 

that?” S.B. felt that the learning process for tattooing is such a hands-on process that there is 

little importance or distinction between “scratchers” and more “legitimate” artists. They argued 

that tattooing is based on a court of public opinion—and an artist’s abilities are determined by 

the demand for their work: “So if you are a bad tattoo artist, and you’re creating a lot of 

infections in your work, or people are coming back not happy with their work, there’s a natural 

thing there, where you are not going to succeed if the community is spreading word about you.” 

As they stated, “So, luckily, the community decides whether you succeed or not.”  

Mentorship and Community Building 

S.B.’s case, for me, highlights the difficulties that a completely unregulated 

apprenticeship system poses for both parties. Apprentices have little ability to judge who can and 

would mentor them appropriately and tattoo mentors are potentially incurring large financial loss 

to take on apprentices. On the other hand, apprentices who do pay to learn have no protection or 

guarantee that they will be taught appropriately; the system can be easily abused. Mentors take 

on certain responsibilities and risks associated with teaching. Some apprentices are not engaged 

in learning or do not perform their duties in a safe or expected way. In part due to the body 

modification industry’s reputation as an associated subculture, rather than a profession, many 
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apprentices do not take the opportunity seriously. Further, most industries will see a decrease in 

the number of students over the progression of a learning program, be that at a university, 

college, or other industry training position. Due to the intimate nature of apprenticeship, 

however, mentors incur more of a loss when an apprentice does not finish. As most 

apprenticeships are unpaid, mentors are responsible for fielding the costs of supplies and lose out 

on valuable hours they could spend tattooing instead. Apprentices will make mistakes in the 

learning process, which is the mentor’s responsibility. If they make a mistake in a piercing, the 

mentor must repair the client relationship and offer solutions. Apprentices have very few 

protections against issues that might occur with either the tattoo studio or their mentor, which has 

led to a myriad of problems. As mentioned by Petek, apprentices are unable to claim 

unemployment if a studio closes (or the apprentice is fired). As seen with S.B., non-compete 

contracts can negatively impact an apprentice’s ability to leave an abusive or unsuitable 

workplace. As most shops are structured independently (i.e., artists rent space in the studio), they 

do not have the same protections for workers as in other industries. Some shops engage in hazing 

and prank culture. Other shops will require payment for apprenticeship but not follow through 

with education. As there are no regulations or protections for the learning process, each shop has 

a unique protocol, and the learning process varies greatly. Apprentices are not given standard 

timelines or clear goals for progression in most instances. Some shops also use apprenticeship as 

a source of additional profit and free labour, often by what is called apprentice farming. That is, 

they will take on many apprentices at the same time, often require payment, and use this as a 

form of further income for the shop. These apprentices face a lower quality of education, as 

certain components of mentoring must be on a one-on-one basis. There is no way to monitor two 

apprentices at the same time. The most a mentor could do is schedule apprentices on separate 
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days, but this detracts from the amount of time each apprentice has to learn within the studio, 

slowing down their knowledge acquisition process. This increases the amount of time the mentor 

is spending on teaching rather than tattooing and earning a profit. 

 Underlying S.B.’s discussion of mentoring three apprentices, as well as providing 

education for the fourth artist at their studio, is a sense of community motivated them to teach. 

Tattooing originated, in a Western context, from a closely formed subculture. Verena Hutter 

argues the popularization of tattooing, alongside the inclusion and development of a growing 

number of styles, means “tattooing was consciously shifted into the realm of art.”236 This 

argument, however, is overly simplistic. The development of American Traditional style tattoos 

reflects their status as a highly specialized design form that embraces the natural limitations of 

skin, ink, machines, and the healing process, especially for the time period it was developed in. 

American Traditional designs tend to be larger compared to many other styles of tattoo. Each 

individual element in the design is done in a heavy black outline with solid colour fills. 

Highlights are done in the form of “skin breaks,” and shading is almost always done in a 

black/gray “spit wash” style—named for the fact most flash designs were drawn with black ink 

would be diluted with spit during the shading process. American Traditional also tends to rely on 

intentional blow-outs (where the tattoo needle goes below the ideal layer of the dermis, creating 

a much thicker line) to create a bolder visual design as the tattoo heals and ages. This was, in 

part, developed due to the natural limitations of the tools used to tattoo, and were built to create 

tattoos that would heal and retain their design legibly. American Traditional subscribes to 

additional rules that are developed specifically to sit on the body in a particular way; most 

notably, any animal or person should always face forward and away from the centre of the body. 

 
236 Hutter, “‘I Just Want It to Look Pretty’,” 35. 
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Further, Western tattooing originated as a form of commodity. Tattooists have always held a paid 

position within the subculture, although other forms of DIY or non-professional tattooing were 

common. Therefore, it is difficult to agree that tattooing was “moved” into the realm of art—

within Western contexts, it has always been an art industry. With the development of additional 

styles of tattooing, the formation of new types of tattoo machines and ink, and the inclusion of a 

growing number of people who both tattoo and acquire tattoos, the industry has naturally 

developed into a more popular form of art industry. Despite this, tattooing remains a highly 

subdivided social realm influenced both by art style and the identities of both customer and 

tattoo artists. In Hutter’s analysis of season 3 of the reality television show Miami Ink, filmed in 

2006, Hutter notes the experience of female tattoo artist Kat Von D.: “Kat’s vocation as a female 

tattoo artist is also used to exoticize, rather than normalize, her. In one episode, she bonds with a 

female client who also works in a male-dominated industry as motorcycle mechanic. They trade 

stories of the harassment they have endured during their careers, which parallels the so-called 

“war stories” among men. Ultimately, the harassment is framed as “earning respect” in their 

respective industries…”237 Kat’s experiences reflect her marginality within a tattooing subculture 

that was highly male dominated. As tattooing gained popularity through the 2010’s, a 

multiplicity of new artists entered the industry and the number of studios exploded. As Sherman 

demonstrates, the cumulative growth of tattoo studios within the Greater Toronto Area was 

almost exponential from 2014 to 2020 (Figure 3). Between 1993 and 2009, there were 

approximately two to four studios within Toronto.238 From 2010 to 2014, there were between 

 
237 Hutter, “‘I Just Want It to Look Pretty’,” 43. 
238 Sherman, “Intersectional Ink.” 
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seven and nine studios. This number jumped to thirty-four studios in 2015 and 154 studios in 

2021, reflecting the dynamic shift in tattooing as an industry.239 

 

Figure 3: Ketzia Sherman, Cumulative Growth of Toronto Tattoo Shops, 2000-2021. 

 The growth of tattoo studios from nine in 2014 to over a hundred and fifty only six years 

later reveals that the number of artists entering the industry has similarly grown at a nearly 

exponential rate within Toronto. Considering the number of artists working at a medium-sized 

studio is, on average, between four and six, it becomes evident that many of the artists who have 

joined the industry did not receive a full apprenticeship; the demand for a very select number of 

mentors simply outweighs the number of potential apprentices. Moreover, as artists from 

backgrounds in “art-school, graphic-design and university training” have continually joined the 

industry, competition for mentorship has also increased.240 Historically, and as seen with 

 
239 Sherman, “Intersectional Ink.” 
240 Atkinson and Do Rocha, Tattooed, 45. 
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participants such as S.B. and Keith (see Chapter 2), tattoo apprenticeships were frequently 

offered to interested parties who already intersected at a social level with the artists and 

subculture associated with the studio. It was common to hang out at tattoo studios in the late 

1990s and early 2000s, and many apprenticeships were given to people simply by their proximity 

to the shop. Further, if studios were actively seeking to fill a role, the new artist would often be 

found through other professional’s personal connections. Although there are studios who still 

engage in this process, I would argue it may no longer be the majority, especially for studios 

located in densely populated cities. 

 Tattooing historically stems from a strong community setting, wherein the new recruit is 

either already personally associated with the studio or is vouched for by an artist or piercer at the 

studio. As the industry has grown, some artists or studio owners have pursued tattooing 

specifically because of tattooing’s alleged beneficence and monetary promise. As a result, more 

complicated business and studio relations have emerged. With this came the advent of 

commercialized forms of apprenticeship, such as apprentice farms and tattoo “schools.” This has 

opened the door to other forms of tattoo education, including unofficial tattoo schools and 

education programs, paid apprenticeships, and online workshops or courses, to name a few. 

Many of these are considered very disreputable, as they remain completely unregulated, with no 

protections for anyone who purchases education through a tattoo school or a paid apprenticeship. 

Further, online opportunities cannot replicate the learning elements found by apprenticing in a 

tattoo studio, such as shadowing, proper sanitation measures, or even the monitoring and 

adjustment of technique by a mentor.  

 As Petek emphasized, a labour-for-education model allows a greater number of people to 

learn how to tattoo. University and college still contain barriers for many people who may be 
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interested in the arts. It remains an expensive endeavor, as even with financial assistance, the 

cost of living is still a massive challenge to overcome. Additionally, institutionalized learning is 

predicated on success in previous secondary education. Many of the artists I conversed with were 

not interested in further institutional learning as it was a learning method they were not suited to 

or interested in pursuing. As Petek stated on their experience completing a university arts degree: 

“I anticipated doing fine art, because that’s what [the university] was, and it’s very isolating… 

It’s hard to do it collaboratively. And I was seeing what my partner at the time was doing with 

music and it was always so collaborative, and so a part of the community, and I was like, I love 

this, I want to do art, but I want to do it like this.” This desire for collaboration and community 

mirrors S.B.’s involvement in continuing to mentor apprentices, even at their own financial cost. 

In addition, many of the older tattoo rules have been challenged by these new forms of 

collaboration and community, such as Meagan Berlin’s approach:  

Part of being an artist is being in and aware of a larger community; I am committed to 
small acts that resist the gatekeeping/scarcity culture of tattooing that is rooted in white 
supremacy: if you ever want to ask for tattooing advice if you are beginning, have 
questions about supply sources, or if you want a recommendation for a tattoo artist for 
something specific, I am happy to hear those requests and will answer within my 
capacity.”241  
 

While there is certainly a precarity and a massive potential for scamming and financial abuse 

with forms of tattoo schools, this does not invalidate Berlin’s assertion that the gatekeeping of 

tattoo knowledge is a form of power and control rooted in White supremacy. This will be 

addressed more expansively in Chapter 4.  

 One of the main aims of this dissertation is to expose the hidden mechanisms found 

within an industry that, due to its history as an unregulated and sometimes denigrated industry, 

has built natural protections and policing of the art form into itself. Further, I aim to challenge 

 
241 Meagan Berlin, “My Tattoo Practice,” Berlin Tattoos, 2024, https://berlintattoos.com/My-tattoo-practice. 

https://berlintattoos.com/My-tattoo-practice


   
 

   
 

118 

 

these barriers as tattooing continues to change and become a more widely accepted art practice. I 

argue that educating clients and other laypeople, potential apprentices, as well as continuing to 

build education for practicing artists, is a form of harm reduction. Artist Charline Bataille states, 

“Art and the dismantling of hierarchy of art is important—and important for queer people for 

purposes like connecting, feeling seen, feeling valid, and feeling worthy. It’s a form of harm 

reduction, as being represented in the media is vital.”242 The top-down rigidity and hierarchy 

between artist and client is another element to older tattooing practices that has been challenged 

by artists like Audrey Scalese, as outlined in Honeysuckle Magazine: 

‘It can be pretty common with tattoo shops that there’s a culture where the tattoo artist is 
above the client,’ says Audrey. She’s committed to breaking that mold, listening to her 
client, and giving them exactly what it is that they want. Unspoken “rules” of tattoo 
design, like faces in portrait tattoos pointing a certain direction or script tattoos not being 
upside-down, are going out of style as tattoos more and more are becoming tools for 
reclaiming your own body.243  
 

As S.B. argues, “I believe, in the long run, the tattoo industry is going to keep growing. And I 

have a lot of faith that the bigger it gets, the more regulation is going to descend upon it.” With 

this as a basis, tattoo artists may not be able to continue to oppose regulation over the long term. 

Instead, artists have an opportunity to develop and affect the forms of regulation that are imposed 

on the industry by governing bodies. While the widespread rejection of tattoo schools and 

apprentice farms is currently maintained within the industry, a shift towards some form of 

institutionalized learning is likely to develop. As such, my research poses the question: how can 

 
242 Ione Gamble, “Meet the Self-Taught Queer Tattooists Making Beautiful and Inclusive Art,” Dazed, September 
27, 2018, https://www.dazeddigital.com/beauty/body/article/41525/1/self-taught-queer-tattooists-beautiful-inclusive-
art. 
243 Honeysuckle Magazine, “The Artists of Trauma-Informed Tattooing and Working Outside the Studio System,” 
Honeysuckle Magazine, June 20, 2021, https://honeysucklemag.com/artists-trauma-informed-tattooing-
documentary/. 

https://www.dazeddigital.com/beauty/body/article/41525/1/self-taught-queer-tattooists-beautiful-inclusive-art
https://www.dazeddigital.com/beauty/body/article/41525/1/self-taught-queer-tattooists-beautiful-inclusive-art
https://honeysucklemag.com/artists-trauma-informed-tattooing-documentary/
https://honeysucklemag.com/artists-trauma-informed-tattooing-documentary/
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the industry retain the valuable qualities of an apprenticeship model education while embracing 

elements of regulation? 
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Chapter 2: Disability and Tattooing 

 Arts industries, in the broadest sense, are beholden to capitalist economic structures that 

perpetuate forms of systemic ableism, which mandate that the productive worker is not only the 

normative body but also as the person worthy of receiving resources [be that food, shelter, 

community, etc.]. I would like to draw from the concept of “compulsory able-bodiedness” 

articulated by queer/disabled scholar Robert McRuer, who draws from Adrienne Rich’s 

publication on compulsory heterosexuality, which is “simultaneously assumed to be the supposed 

“natural state” of any body and yet is a state that all of us are striving to attain or maintain.”244 

McRuer contends that compulsory able-bodiedness is both naturalized and invisibilized in 

contemporary culture, securing forms of able-bodied hegemony through the subordination of 

queerness and disability, even within neoliberal forms of “tolerance” or “celebration.”245 I choose 

to initiate my approach from a queer-disabled perspective as an acknowledgement of the 

longstanding intersections present between the two, from the medicalization of queerness, forced 

institutionalization, and the HIV/AIDS epidemic, to current issues around the removal of access 

to gender-affirming care. Robert McRuer’s neologism “crip theory” developed an approach that 

linked queer and disability studies.246 Drawing from my work with Iraboty Kazi for Queer 

Cripping, Art, and Resistance for the Canadian Journal of Disability Studies, we define queer 

cripping as: To crip is to challenge societal norms of “able” and advocate for disability justice; to 

queer is to subvert and challenge social norms around sexuality and gender. Both are political 

practices which emphasize “the high significance of the body and embodiments as a means to 

subvert prevailing socio-cultural perceptions, ideas of, and opinions on disability, sexuality, and 

 
244 Robert McRuer and Michael Bérubé, Crip Theory: Cultural Signs of Queerness and Disability (New York: New 
York University Press, 2006), 62. 
245 McRuer and Bérubé, Crip Theory, 62. 
246 McRuer and Bérubé, Crip Theory. 
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gender.”247 Cripping and queering reflect qualities found in methodologies such as 

auto/biography, which accentuates a reflexive ontology that acknowledges the interdependence 

between lived experience and social research.248 By recognizing there is no such thing as a 

“nonembodied” memoir, a critical embodiment lens in queer/crip and auto/biography research 

can resist the consumption and commodification of marginalized identity and experience by “the 

centre,” which is to say, by dominant hegemonic forces.249 Further, the importance of deviance, 

which has been deeply associated with body modification and tattooing, is a core tenet of queer 

cripping. Deviance, chosen or intrinsic, reflects a form of resistance that affirms multiplicity—of 

experiences and bodies. The restrictions on deviance, particularly disabled/queer sexuality, deny 

“the rights... to intimate citizenship.” As such, a resistance to the invisibilizing, pathologizing, 

and denying of human intimacy and connection for queer and disabled people is core to queer 

cripping as praxis.250 

Drawing from compulsory able-bodiedness as the over-arching framework, this chapter 

will first foreground current disability theory, as well as the existing protections (The Ontario 

Human Rights Code and the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act) for tattooists. 

Second, I present case studies for the experiences of two queer/disabled participants, Luna and 

Keith, and the second half of the interview with participant Petek. Informed by oral history 

practices, these case studies are structured as stand-alone biographies that articulate each artists’ 

 
247 Heike Raab, “Cripping the Visual: Visual Politics in Crip Queer Activism,” in Queer Futures: Reconsidering 
Ethics, Activism, and the Political, ed. Elahe Haschemi Yekani, Eveline Kilian, and Beatrice Michaelis (Farnham: 
Taylor & Francis Group, 2013), 40. 
248 Cotterill and Letherby, “Weaving Stories,” 67–79. 
249 Kruger and DasGupta, “Embodiment in [Critical] Auto|Biography Studies,” 486. 
250 Alan Santinele Martino, “Also Here, Also Queer: The Work of LGBT+ Disabled Activists/Scholars in ‘Cripping’ 
Sexualities,” in Young, Disabled and LGBT+: Voices, Identities and Intersections, ed. Alex Toft and Anita Franklin 
(London: Routledge, 2020), 14; Johanna Hedva, “Sick Woman Theory,” Mask Magazine, January 2016, 
https://www.kunstverein-hildesheim.de/assets/bilder/caring-structures-ausstellung-digital/Johanna-
Hedva/cb6ec5c75f/AUSSTELLUNG_1110_Hedva_SWT_e.pdf. 

https://www.kunstverein-hildesheim.de/assets/bilder/caring-structures-ausstellung-digital/Johanna-Hedva/cb6ec5c75f/AUSSTELLUNG_1110_Hedva_SWT_e.pdf
https://www.kunstverein-hildesheim.de/assets/bilder/caring-structures-ausstellung-digital/Johanna-Hedva/cb6ec5c75f/AUSSTELLUNG_1110_Hedva_SWT_e.pdf
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perspectives within their lived experience and specific context, with minimal extrapolation and 

interpretation in the case study itself to best preserve their lived knowledge. All three artists are 

notable studio owners within the industry and, thus, their case studies reflect their experiences of 

apprenticeship and tattoo learning, as well as the challenges of establishing and running a studio 

as an experienced tattoo artist. In addition, this chapter articulates my own experiences working 

in a tattoo studio with the intention to transition into a full apprenticeship, and how this has 

contributed to the formation of this dissertation through the methodology of auto/biography. 

Following these case studies, the impacts of tattoo culture on accessibility and recommendations 

for forms of greater accessibility in tattoo studios are delineated through the application of 

theoretical frameworks and comparative analysis of participant viewpoints. In addition to 

contributions from Luna, Keith, and Petek, this breakdown will address perspectives from 

queer/disabled participants Ambrose and M.K., whose full case studies are found in Chapter 3, as 

well as participants Ferdinand and S.B., from Chapter 1. 

Disability Frameworks  

 This dissertation relies on Michael Oliver’s two models of conceptualizing disability, the 

individual and the social, put forth in Understanding Disability, as the underlying conceptual 

basis for analyzing the experiences of disabled artists. The individual model views disability as a 

personal tragedy and this, in turn, impacts conceptions of disability care and policy.251 We must 

understand that within both a global and Canadian context, the individual model is still the one 

that is most wholly employed at all levels of our society. Within models of accessibility and 

policy that aim to support disabled people through both the individual and social models, Oliver 

defines three main modes. First, the humanitarian approach, wherein care is provided as a 

 
251 Michael Oliver, Understanding Disability: From Theory to Practice (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 
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goodwill and often, the disabled person is seen as a problem to be solved. Second, the 

compliance approach, which is driven by governmental policy (such as the Canadian 

Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act), but often is not implemented at the personal 

level. Third, the citizenship approach, which employs three aspects of life (economic, moral, and 

political), that regards disabled people as equal and active citizens, which is the way to provide 

true harmony between “providers and users of services.”252 The citizenship model is the only one 

to employ the social model of disability. In contrast to the individual model, the social model, 

rather than focusing on impairment, defines disability through the ways that the disabled body 

and disabled person is excluded by the social frameworks and constructions of society. Prince 

argues, “disability is an assemblage of socio-economic, cultural, and political disadvantages 

resulting from an individual’s exclusion by society.”253 These include policy and care, social 

narratives about disabled people, and the physical spaces we occupy. Oliver argues: 

…the production of the category disability is no different from the production of motor 
cars or hamburgers. Each has an industry, whether it be the car, fast food or human 
service industry. Each industry has a workforce that has a vested interest in producing 
their product in particular ways and in exerting as much control over the process of 
production as possible. The production of disability therefore is nothing more or less than 
a set of activities specifically geared towards producing a good—the category 
disability—supported by a range of political actions, which create the conditions to allow 
these productive activities to take place, and underpinned by a discourse that gives 
legitimacy to the whole enterprise.254 
 

As McRuer notes, compulsory systems of power that articulate both able-bodiedness and able-

mindedness impede citizens through a milieu of ways. McCruer adds, for example, that Rabia 

Belt demonstrates this can include the right to vote.255 Ultimately, the oppression of disabled 

people is “rooted in the economic and social structures of capitalism. And this oppression is 

 
252 Oliver, Understanding Disability, 53-54. 
253 Prince, Absent Citizens, 5. 
254 Oliver, Understanding Disability, 90. 
255 McRuer and Bérubé, Crip Theory, 64. 
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structured by racism, sexism, homophobia, ageism and disablism, which are endemic to all 

capitalist societies, and cannot be explained away as a universal cognitive process.”256 In 

addressing Prince’s concept of the absent citizen, the implementation of the citizenship model to 

address social change can be applied not only for the benefit of disabled peoples, but for 

marginalized and oppressed peoples more broadly.  

Johanna Hedva, building on Ann Cvetkovich’s articulation that medical literature 

presumes a both White and middle-class subject, wherein impairment is constitutively removed 

from a life of relative privilege and comfort, states that our conceptions of wellness, as it is 

talked about in America and more broadly the West, is a “white and wealthy idea.”257 The 

majority of the working class exists to provide the expendable labour that facilitates the 

conception of wellness for the elite few. As Hedva argues:  

Because to stay alive, capitalism cannot be responsible for our care—its logic of 
exploitation requires that some of us die. “Sickness” as we speak of it today is a capitalist 
construct, as is its perceived binary opposite, “wellness.” The “well” person is the person 
well enough to go to work. The “sick” person is the one who can’t. What is so destructive 
about conceiving of wellness as the default, as the standard mode of existence, is that it 
invents illness as temporary.258  
 

Through this false binary, the position of sickness and wellness surmises that the disabled body, 

through its Otherness, should be removed and normalized through medical and therapeutic 

intervention.259 But when normalization cannot be achieved, McRuer emphasizes that austerity 

measures260 punish the disabled body for any perceived lack of productivity within a capitalistic 

society.261 As Foucault argues, the body is “directly involved in a political field; power relations 

 
256 Oliver, Understanding Disability, 93. 
257 Hedva, “Sick Woman Theory.” 
258 Hedva, “Sick Woman Theory.” 
259 Oliver, Understanding Disability, 95. 
260 This is often broadly defined as a sternness or curtailing of government spending, often in combination with 
taxation increase.  
261 Robert McRuer, Crip Times: Disability, Globalization and Resistance (New York University Press, 2018), 78. 
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have an immediate hold upon it; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to carry out 

tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit signs.”262 As such, this false binary between “sick” and 

“well” bodies produces a form of control that is socially, politically, and personally enforced both 

externally and internally. Within the context of a tattoo workplace, this form of compulsory able-

bodiedness produces negative effects for both disabled and able-bodied artists, who are taught 

through both their apprenticeship and studio interactions, as well as broader social messaging, to 

push through their bodily communication system (i.e. pain) and past their limits on a regular 

basis. Further, it produces an industry that remains largely inaccessible to disabled artists, despite 

the obvious potentials for tattooing to be an easily accessible and accommodated type of work 

for many disabled artists.  

Implementing Accessibility 

The Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (hereafter the AODA) came into 

effect June 2005 and set a deadline to create a fully accessible Ontario by January 2025. The 

AODA is a mandate for standards that govern all private and public organizations that offer 

services to Ontarians, with an emphasis on removing barriers and forms of inaccessibility.263 The 

mandates predominantly focus on physical barriers to access, focusing on the physical structure 

of spaces and architecture. They further mandate requirements for accessible communication and 

hiring practices.264 David C. Onley concluded his 2019 review of the AODA by stating: 

When the AODA was passed in 2005, there was legitimate hope that real changes, real 
solutions to grinding, soul-destroying daily battles with the system would soon occur. 
That has not happened, and it is clear from the hundreds of people we heard from that 

 
262 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (Vintage Books, 1975), 25. 
263 Lisa Kovac, “What Are AODA Standards?,” Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA), January 
13, 2020, https://aoda.ca/what-are-aoda-standards/. 
264 Kovac, “What Are AODA Standards?” 
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Ontarians with disabilities want results, not more promises or, worse yet, odious virtue 
signaling that Ontario is a ‘world leader in accessibility’.265  
 

One of the largest issues regarding the AODA lies in the lack of enforcement for compliance to 

the standards. As such, it perfectly fits into Michael Oliver’s compliance approach, wherein 

legislation is passed but not fully enacted. As Sean Lee, in an interview with Cho Min asserts, the 

AODA can help to “create a foundation” but forms of legislation are often a bare minimum, 

rather than an expansive and disability-forward technology.266 As Onley argues, there is a current 

issue with enforcing compliance in AODA standards, yet it remains limited—instead, he 

explains, “What’s needed isn’t so much compliance as “accessibility mindfulness.”267 That is, the 

underlying ableist systemic perceptions that disabled people face must be changed in order to 

meaningfully enact permanent forms of accessibility more widely. This is echoed by Lee, who 

states that the big challenge within arts industries is limited funding and lack of resources, 

though this is only part of the issue. They add, “One of the difficulties isn’t necessarily around 

the standards of the AODA but dismantling the attitudinal barriers that have remained and the 

stigmas of being a disability artist.”268  

 The majority of current protections for disabled people who are workers are established 

through the Ontario Human Rights Code (the Code), a law that purports to provide “equal rights 

and opportunities, and freedom from discrimination.”269 Importantly, they distinguish those 

protected under the code as anyone employed, including “employees, independent contractors 

 
265 David C. Onley, “Report of the Third Review of the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act,” 
Government of Ontario, January 2019, 78, https://files.ontario.ca/seniors-accessibility-third-review-of-aoda-en-
2019.pdf. 
266 Cho Min, “Going beyond the AODA: Accessibility in Arts & Culture,” The Ex-Puritan, 2020, https://ex-
puritan.ca/going-beyond-the-aoda. 
267 Onley, “Report of the Third Review of the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act,” 26. 
268 Min, “Going beyond the AODA.” 
269 “Discrimination Based on Disability and the Duty to Accommodate: Information for Employers,” Ontario Human 
Rights Commission, 2020, https://www3.ohrc.on.ca/en/discrimination-based-disability-and-duty-accommodate-
information-employers. 
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https://www3.ohrc.on.ca/en/discrimination-based-disability-and-duty-accommodate-information-employers
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and volunteers.”270 Tattoo artists are almost entirely considered either self-employed or 

independent contractors, meaning they are not employed by the owner of a studio that they work 

at. The tattoo industry can be argued to be a form of gig economy, which refers to freelance work 

industries.271 Disabled tattoo artists are, in fact, protected from discrimination by the Code as 

independent contractors. Similarly, apprentices engaged in a labour-for-education trade model 

would be considered volunteers and are protected from discrimination by the Code. Despite this, 

I suspect that knowledge about the rights of people in employment under the Code remains 

limited. Tattoo artists and tattoo apprentices may be unaware of their own rights as workers, 

particularly the duty to accommodate. I suspect this is due to the fact that tattoo artists are 

broadly not considered employees, which creates opportunities for misinterpretation or 

misinformation that positions artists and apprentices as unprotected from discrimination. In 

addition, it is clear equal hiring practices are not regularly implemented within tattoo studio 

spaces, which ties into the issue of enforcing compliance for the legislation laid out both by the 

AODA and the Code. As such, issues of accommodation in tattoo spaces more broadly reflect the 

limitations of legislation, both from an enforcement perspective, and through modes of ableism 

perpetuated systemically and socially. As Lee argues in overcoming attitudinal barriers of 

disability, “What is important to know is that you have to centre a disability politic when you are 

engaging with disability arts.”272 As disabled artists and clients continue to engage with 

tattooing, this politic should be centred. As such, tattoo studios and art spaces, more broadly, 

must engage with disability justice and the citizen model of disability to meaningfully enact 

change and long-term forms of accessibility and equity. 

 
270 Ontario Human Rights Commission, “Discrimination Based on Disability and the Duty to Accommodate.” 
271 “Gig Economy Tax Centre,” Internal Revenue Service, 2025, https://www.irs.gov/businesses/gig-economy-tax-
centre. 
272 Min, “Going beyond the AODA.” 
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Biography: The Author’s Experience in Studio 

 As noted in my Methodology section, this dissertation is broadly informed by 

auto/biography as methodology, which is a research practice that “foregrounds a reflexive 

ontology that acknowledges the interdependence of enterprise between life experience and social 

research.” That is to say, my own identity as queer and disabled, of being visibly and heavily 

tattooed, as well as being a White settler have critical impacts on my research, which are 

subjective. Furthermore, my identity directly impacts the ways in which the participants I have 

interviewed interact with me, as well as what they may choose to disclose. Evelyn Mitchell 

emphasized the ways in which her tattoos, which were hidden, impacted the interview process 

with tattoo artists:  

Although participants couldn’t see my tattoos, I allowed them to make their own 
judgments about my insider or outsider status based on my demonstrated knowledge of 
the industry. In some instances, participants assumed I was significantly less 
knowledgeable than I am, carefully explaining basic aspects of the industry (the 
apprenticeship model, for example). In retrospect, I’ve wondered if this would have been 
the case if I had visible tattoos or more elaborate facial piercings, as many of them did. 
Would they have been as thorough in their explanations? While beyond the scope of this 
study, I find this to be an interesting line of inquiry, given that appearance factors so 
heavily into my theoretical framework.273 
 

Mitchell’s evaluation of the judgements that we collectively make based on appearance, 

including the inclusion/exclusion of a group, reflect the subjectivity of participant research. 

Tattoo culture relies heavily on this insider/outsider division. Tattoos are visibly distinguishable 

and directly tied to the aesthetic expression of the individual, which in turn influenced the 

manner in which artists spoke to me, as well as the level of detail on industry basics (common 

knowledge) they felt obliged to share. As Mohler argues, “qualitative research, particularly with 

phenomenological underpinnings, has positioned the body as being central to the research 

 
273 Evelyn Mitchell, “Self, Style, and Service: A Qualitative Study of Gender, labour, and Embodied Cultural Capital 
in the Tattoo Industry” (master’s thesis, University of North Carolina, 2019), 37. 



   
 

   
 

129 

 

process. This viewpoint encourages researchers to engage with their personal lived and felt 

experiences as part of the knowledge production process.”274 Being heavily tattooed is one of the 

most visible examples of holding an embodied knowledge on the subject. Further, while artists 

are very comfortable with “talking shop” to other artists, there were noticeable moments of 

difficulty and discomfort for many participants in explaining this knowledge to an outsider 

perspective; many artists had simply not engaged with this form of conversation before, nor had 

they been interviewed about tattooing previously. As part of the reflexive practice of 

interviewing, each participant conducted a separately booked pre-interview with me, in person, 

where we read over the Letter of Information and discussed some of their perspectives on what 

they were interested in sharing during the interview. This pre-interview established comfort and 

rapport between us through a shared conversation before the interview; it gave participants a 

chance to evaluate how to talk about the industry for a broad outsider perspective, and it gave 

them an opportunity to evaluate my own knowledge of their industry. Part of this pre-interview 

included the disclosure, to varying degrees, of my own experience working within a tattoo 

studio. As such, it is imperative to my research method that I disclose, to the best of my ability, 

the experience of working within a studio and the impact it had on the development of this 

dissertation. 

 During the beginning of my Master’s degree, I was briefly employed at a franchise studio 

as a front counter attendant with intent to transition into apprenticeship when their current 

apprentice finished their apprenticeship. The opportunity came about largely by accident—I 

happened to get a tattoo at the studio and overheard a conversation about them needing a front 

counter attendant, whereupon I inquired about the potential for an apprenticeship and showed 

 
274 Mohler, “Embodied Reflexivity,” 7. 
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them some of my own artwork. After a short interview with their studio manager, who was not a 

tattoo artist or piercer themselves, I was hired to work regular front desk shifts and offered the 

opportunity to shadow the artists that worked there on any days that their current apprentice was 

not at the studio. They emphasized that the studio was open and accepting to all types of people, 

especially and including queer people. I was scheduled for two to four five-hour shifts on front 

desk per week and shadowed two seven-hour shifts per week for the time I was employed.  

As a franchise studio, they mainly did small one or two-hour long tattoos, which were 

either walk-ins or booked online. The online booking form presented, in my opinion, an 

immediate stress on the artists, as they were not in control of their own bookings and, further, 

could not evaluate or make their own decisions regarding how long a tattoo would take. Instead, 

clients were given a broad summary of “small,” “medium,” or “large” tattoo sizes and, therefore, 

appointment lengths to choose from, which was interpreted with great variation. Unsurprisingly, 

great stress was placed on the artists to finish tattoos on time, which was exacerbated by the lack 

of time given between appointments. In the booking form (see Figures 4 and 5), clients were able 

to book back-to-back appointments with no extra time added to the beginning or end of a tattoo 

session for duties such as breakdown, sanitation, setup, stencil creation, drawing, or even a 

chance for artists to have a small break.  
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Figure 4: Online booking form with full availability. 

 

Figure 5: Online booking form with an 11:00AM booking. 
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 As you can see from this online booking form, artists could and would be booked back-

to-back, often for the entire day, with no time between appointments. Furthermore, artists were 

expected not only to tattoo the design within the hour-long session, but also to set up their 

station, meet with the client, discuss the tattoo, create the stencil, prep the skin, place the stencil, 

tattoo the client, bandage them, give aftercare instructions, sanitize, and break down their station 

all within this hour. This is, at best, plausible. As such, they relied heavily on the labour of 

apprentices to take care of some of these steps, mainly those related to cleaning, stencil creation, 

and station setup and breakdown. Artists tended to cut corners and skip steps that added to the 

appointment time, usually in the negotiation of the tattoo design and placement, as well as in 

stencil placement. In addition, there was a notable lack of specification on what the size or type 

of tattoo meant in the booking instructions. The booking made no mention of relative size of 

tattoo in inches or indeed, any qualities of the tattoo, such as colour, shading, or detail, which 

would affect the length of time spent tattooing. The booking form held no nuance in terms of 

placement, which could hugely affect the length of time spent on both stencil placement and 

tattooing. In addition, each artist works at their own individual speed, which was completely 

neglected through this booking system. Because each of these qualities impacts the time it takes 

to draw, stencil, and tattoo a design, client interpretation varied to such a degree that very few 

tattoos were completed on time. This was especially true for larger and more detailed tattoos. 

Instead, artists would regularly run behind schedule and clients would show up, only to be told 

they should come back, sometimes hours later. This overloaded the artists’ schedules and 

workload, with zero accountability from the studio, which had designed this system. Instead, 

artists were left to try and work around these issues and were unable to meet their intended daily 

schedules. As such, shop turnover was extremely high. The studio franchise was viewed as a 
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placeholder for artists to work until they could find a better studio to work at. While shadowing, 

I became increasingly uncomfortable with the way that artists would pressure their clients into 

accepting size, detail, and placement that the artist had chosen, even when clients clearly looked 

uncomfortable or unenthusiastic with the design.  

 Tattoo studios, by design, do not have employees. Each artist is considered an 

independent contractor and, depending on the studio type, has a negotiated chair rental rate 

(often a commission percentage, a flat rate, or some blend of both) that reflects a negotiated 

supply coverage (most commission percentages include regularly provided supplies, the rest vary 

highly). Within this studio, the only direct employees were the front desk attendants and, more 

unusually, the studio manager. Managers are predominantly only found at large franchises, 

wherein owners will hire on additional personnel to coordinate labour such as ordering supplies, 

running the business, managing any employees, and covering front desk labour. Additionally, 

artists such as Luna, Raz, and Ambrose mentioned that the franchise studio managers they had 

were supposed to oversee teaching apprentices but often did not perform these duties. Franchise 

studios are the studio type that most often has owners and managers who are not either tattoo 

artists or piercers, and this has several potentially negative impacts on the business and the 

experiences of the artists contracted by the studio. Most notably, because of the lack of relevant 

work experience, unreasonable expectations are often placed on the artists—in the case of this 

studio, I would suggest the online booking system is one particularly egregious example of this 

type of managerial incompetence. A number of artists have suggested to me that non-

artist/piercer owners tend to have less investment investment in, and care regarding, tattooing as 

a permanent bodily art form and, instead, see it as a way to make money in a lucrative industry. 

This can lead to unfair working conditions for artists and unfair commission rates. I have been 
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quoted rates as high as 70/30 or 60/40 by artists I’ve spoken with (meaning the shop takes 70% 

of the artists’ hourly rate). Based on my conversations with artists, charged hourly rates are 

currently around $150-$250 CAD per hour.275 This means artists earn somewhere between $45-

$60 an hour, forcing them to work intensive hours to bear the cost of living. It is important to 

note that this hourly rate is only charged for the time spent tattooing. The hourly rate accounts 

for the cost of materials, the time involved in drawing the piece, and the time spent prepping the 

piece (set-up and breakdown, stencilling, breaks).276 Financial precarity due to high commission 

rates certainly appeared to happen at the studio I worked for. Artists were highly reliant on tips as 

a source of additional income and, often, customers were pressured to tip both compulsorily and 

in higher amounts. In comparison, artists I know and have talked to who work through smaller 

studios or pay flat chair rates often view tipping as unnecessary or, at best, an unexpected nicety 

from their clients. This extractive view of clients, who are expected to pay a higher amount (a 

high compulsory tip on top of a regular hourly rate) for a worse tattoo experience and, in many 

cases, a worse executed tattoo, in my opinion, disrupts the dynamic between artist and client. 

Artists in my studio often spoke poorly of clients and their designs once they had left and would 

be especially critical of those that had elected to not tip or tip a small amount. This parallels 

experiences that some artists and employees of franchise studios have mentioned to me, though it 

remains a highly individual issue on a studio-by-studio basis. As such, I conclude that high 

 
275 This is highly variable and difficult to find broader statistics on. Most artists do not publicly disclose their hourly 
rates. I was able to identify a number of studios in the GTA that averaged $250 an hour, but I am not aware what 
their chair or commission rates are. 
276 Activities like stencilling can take quite a bit of time, especially for larger pieces. For example, the stencilling for 
my lower arm sleeve took one hour due to the difficulty of the location and wraparound nature of the design. This 
piece took six hours of tattooing time to finish. Even for small tattoos, stencilling can eat up time if the client 
decides to change the location, size, or want to adjust the placement. Further, some tattoos are difficult or impossible 
to stencil fully, and artists may need to freehand draw parts of the design directly onto the skin using a special 
marker. 
Similarly, drawing can also take up a significant amount of the booked tattoo time if a client is unhappy with the 
design and wants elements changed.  
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studio commission rates are more likely to cause artist reliance on tips and exacerbate issues of 

financial precarity. 

The second major issue I had with the studio came, in part, from managerial execution, 

and tied into the overall shop culture at this location. Overall, there was very little degree of 

interpersonal professional boundaries. This is not unusual for a tattoo studio and, indeed, it can 

be a much better client experience to visit a studio with happy artists who get along well. In my 

experience, significant workplace boundaries were crossed on a regular basis. In part, this was 

due to the constant stress that the artists were under, exacerbated by a manager who had no 

experience in tattooing and was primarily there to upsell customers more expensive body 

piercing jewelry. The owner was entirely absent in my time working there and this conveyed to 

the artists that this was not a workplace or a job they should care about. Further, most of the 

artists would socialize together in their free time as well, contributing to the looseness around 

professional/personal boundaries. I was particularly uncomfortable with the lack of boundaries 

between the mentor and the current apprentice, which meant the mentor had both knowledge of 

and access to the apprentice’s personal life in addition to their professional future. By extension, 

the mentor had an extraordinary amount of power over their apprentice, who was under twenty 

years old, queer, and disabled. It is important to note that this relationship and power imbalance 

was one of the strongest contributing factors to my discomfort in the studio, but this story is not 

mine to share. I was concerned that the mentor would attempt to hold similar power over me. 

Artists regularly complained about and ridiculed clients, sometimes in hearing range of 

other customers. They often talked to clients or each other about highly personal parts of their 

life and I found this to be isolating for clients, especially when the conversations were held 

between artists during tattoos. Although discussions of personal life are a natural part of normal 
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conversation, this could have (often unintended) consequences including discussion about 

upsetting topics or memories for clients in the studio. One such moment for me occurred when 

the studio manager came to the back of the studio while artists were tattooing clients and 

complained about how he could not get his head or hands tattooed yet. He had promised his 

mother not to tattoo them, and he joked that he wished “she would just fucking die already” so 

he could get them done. My own mother is deceased, and I did not find this very humorous. I 

remember feeling deeply uncomfortable that he would joke about his mother dying in our 

workplace and in front of paying clients. The shop gossip extended to the entire entourage of 

artists, piercers, and employees at the studio, and this was particularly difficult to navigate as a 

newcomer to the studio who was in a position of both precarity and very little power. In this 

instance, I did not mention that this comment was uncomfortable for me, expressly because of 

the power dynamics within the studio and because I feared some form of retribution for 

challenging the manager. I want to contextualize these experiences within Tamara Santibañez’s 

articulation of a “trauma aware” approach to tattooing. They state that during a tattoo, the body is 

experiencing a form of stress and is therefore more likely to reactive to potentially triggering 

stimuli as a result.277 Tattooing places the body in a non-normative state, which means that there 

is a higher chance for clients to be negatively affected by conversations or actions that could 

trigger their stress response. Reframing tattooers as community workers who facilitate clients in 

making preferred identity changes and affirming identity stories also reifies the experience of 

receiving a tattoo as emotionally charged and significant.278 As tattoo artist Janeen Scott states, 

 
277 Santibañez, “Trauma Informed Tattooing Workshop.” 
278 Santibañez, Could This Be Magic? 11-12. 
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“You have more power than the person you’re tattooing. And because of that, a lot of harm can 

occur.”279 As Atkinson asserts in his sociological research on Canadian body modification habits:  

Narratives provided by Canadian tattoo enthusiasts also suggest that tattooing may be 
sought out by people who experience overwhelming affect at key transitional phases of 
the life course. Wishing to express or overcome sentiments of anxiety, doubt, fear, 
dislocation, isolation, pride, or exuberance, a tattoo enthusiast may choose to modify the 
body through this redesigning body project as a tactic of emotion management during 
specific social-role transitions or status adjustments. Importantly, this process illustrates 
that not only are impulses naturally (i.e., physiologically) felt by individuals, but that the 
desire to express emotion is equally experienced throughout the stages of social life. 
Whether tattooing articulates trauma suffered following a sexual assault, death in the 
family, or divorce, modifying the flesh through this social practice is interpreted by some 
Canadian enthusiasts as a normative form of self-management.280 
 

Deborah Davidson found, in investigating forms of commemorative tattoos, that memorial 

tattoos are the single most common type: “...tattoos become permanent markings on the body to 

be carried until the bearer’s own death. Grief is an embodied experience—the griever feels their 

grief physically, emotionally, socially, and behaviourally.”281 Davidson further notes how 

discussions on death are socially stigmatized and that “tattoos invite casual conversation and 

once open, bearers of memorial tattoos use the opportunity to talk about their loved ones. This 

lifts stigma, helps to normalise death and assuage grief.”282 While clients may not disclose that 

their tattoo is commemorative in nature, it is evident that a significant proportion of tattoo clients 

are seeking tattoos as part of their transition through life. As such, the trauma aware approach 

foregrounded by Santibañez is one way for tattoo artists to navigate their clients’ relationship to 

trauma and the meanings associated with the tattoo they are receiving. This further highlights the 

ways that passing comments by artists can have unintentionally lasting effects; clients could 

 
279 Dorozio, “Tattoo Shop in Calgary Wants to Make the Industry Safer and More Inclusive.” 
280 Atkinson and Do Rocha, Tattooed, 242. 
281 Deborah Davidson, “Art Embodied: Tattoos as Memorials,” Bereavement Care 36, no. 1 (January 2, 2017): 33–
35. 
282 Davidson, “Art Embodied,” 36. 
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walk away from the tattoo studio with a permanent reminder of the upsetting or triggering 

experience they had while being tattooed.  

 When I initially signed on, I had negotiated to shadow artists regularly until I was moved 

into the official role of apprentice, wherein my education would begin more fully. I was 

repeatedly told about the structure of a “traditional” apprenticeship, with emphasis on this being 

the “right” way to learn tattooing. My mentor spoke of refusing to tattoo anyone who had 

tattooed at home and had rigid rules on how tattooing should be taught, emphasizing American 

Traditional artwork as the core method for learning how to draw and design tattoos. Although I 

had anticipated shadowing my mentor to be, he outright refused to let me shadow him. Instead, I 

shadowed an artist who was just out of his own apprenticeship and, although he was very willing 

to show me everything he knew, was no expert himself yet. I was given the opportunity to learn 

how to do set ups and break downs for him, and I would draw and ask for feedback during each 

of my front counter shifts if I had the time. Despite this, in conversation with the other 

apprentice, who had been there for an extended period of time and had yet to tattoo anyone, I 

began to question whether my actual mentor would ever step into a teaching role for me. At the 

same time, I began to notice a pattern of behaviour that I felt both undermined my own 

knowledge base (as someone who had over thirty tattoos and was currently getting a Master’s 

degree related to tattooing and body modification) and aimed to exert power over me: he would 

pose questions that were, functionally, unanswerable. In one such instance, he asked me to 

identify his “worst tattoo” and when I initially gave an answer of nicety (“Oh no, everything 

you’ve done is great!”) he pressured for me to pick his weakest work. I gave my answer, which 
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was a black and grey realism baby portrait,283 and he immediately came to the defense of the 

piece and remained seemingly offended about my choice for the rest of the conversation. In 

another instance, he asked me if I was ready for an apprenticeship. I responded that, yes, I was 

committed to the workload, and that I had already done another short-term apprenticeship in a 

different artistic field (decorative plasterwork). I was confident because there is a high level of 

transference and similarity between these artistic apprenticeships. I explained that both 

apprenticeships involved shadowing the artist, practicing drawing, and executing small skills (for 

plasterwork, pouring moulds and unmoulding casts or, for tattooing, doing set-ups, breakdowns, 

and stencils), which felt familiar to me. This, I was informed, was an incorrect assertion—tattoo 

apprenticeships are nothing like any other type of apprenticeship and, furthermore, I was far too 

cocky and confident in myself to be a good apprentice. These types of questions, I began to 

surmise, were a way to build doubt in his apprentice’s confidence of their knowledge and create 

a sense of both hierarchy and the authority of his knowledge base as superior. The current 

apprentice mentioned how they were often given tasks with no instruction or training, and then 

criticized if any mistakes were made. Once they voiced this pattern, I realized that I had 

experienced this myself. In combination with the severe power imbalance that I felt occurred 

between him and his current apprentice, I was increasingly hesitant about working with him or 

the studio for the expected three years. As a person with a physical disability that affects my 

ability to work on a daily basis due to oscillating levels of chronic pain, I struggled with the 

schedule and physical day-to-day of my role, particularly when shadowing for longer shifts. I 

noticed that although artists are generally able to hold high levels of schedule flexibility, the 

 
283 Baby portraits are notoriously hard, for good reason. Their facial and bodily proportions differ from adults, they 
lack defining features in the face, and babies have folds of the skin from natural baby fat, which are difficult to 
account for without overexaggeration. 
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booking form for this franchise rendered this flexibility absent, as the hours were set by clients 

rather than negotiated between artist and client. I had agreed that I would not shadow while the 

apprentice was shadowing in the studio, which meant limited availability to learn. Further, one 

occasion, I came in for an agreed-upon shadowing shift only to be told that the apprentice was in 

that day, and I had to go home. I found these elements to be highly physically taxing. I was 

concerned about the lack of communication and flexibility in scheduling that this studio held. 

Further, I was concerned that I would not be able to meet the workload when I transitioned into a 

full apprenticeship, as I was already having severe pain flares and physical impairment by the 

end of a seven-hour shift. The lack of flexibility, for me, increasingly made the job inaccessible. 

The physical toll of both commuting and working shifts in-person has been a continued barrier to 

me professionally; the lengthy hours and physically draining qualities of tattooing in this studio 

context communicated to me that this was more than likely not a career or studio that I would be 

successful at without further negotiation for accessibility. 

 The concluding piece of this experience was entirely personal. The first was a series of 

increasingly homophobic microaggressive comments made by the manager, largely about me, 

that were either interspersed as jokes through my conversations with him or came back to me 

through shop gossip. The nature of these comments was intended to be nebulous and joking; 

nothing was easy to pin down as outright homophobic or inappropriate for the workplace. 

Despite this, I would argue that this treatment was a form of subordination within the studio that 

was explicitly directed only towards myself and the other queer apprentice. As a studio where the 

manager had initially and specifically described the workplace as a queer friendly space, this 

raised a major red flag for me. The second was a comment mentioned to me by the other 

apprentice, who chatted with me regularly. They informed me that their mentor had said to the 
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manager that the only reason I had been hired was because I was “hot.” Although I have no proof 

that the mentor said this phrase, I still felt deeply uncomfortable with that type of comment being 

made about me in any context. The combination of these comments alongside the structural 

issues of the studio and the personal issues I had with the mentor culminated in a quick 

decision—I called the shop up, said I had to focus on my Master’s degree, and quit. Several 

weeks later, they fired the apprentice for missing a shift due to illness with no prior warnings or 

any notice before termination, severing them of both their source of income through front desk as 

well as their apprenticeship. This, to me, conveyed exactly the level of respect they had for their 

apprentices, affirming my decision to quit, even though I had a great deal of anxiety about giving 

up such an opportunity. It directly reflected my concerns about accommodation for my disability, 

which would have inevitably caused me to miss work shifts with some regularity. 

 Following the decision to quit, I continued to pursue and graduate my Master’s degree, 

and the question of apprenticeship experiences in tattooing continued to linger. I decided that I 

was not in a position where I could afford to work without pay for an extended and undetermined 

period of time, nor was I in a position to commit to DIY tattoo learning. I decided to consider 

pursuing apprenticeship again when I was financially stable and could commit more time to 

improve my portfolio and develop flash designs. When getting tattooed, I began to ask artists 

about their experiences and see if there were commonalities between my own complicated foray 

into the industry and other artists’. Many artists revealed they had gone through similar 

experiences. As I grappled with a suitable topic for my PhD dissertation research, my advisor, 

Cody, suggested I consider apprenticeship in tattooing. As such, this project was inspired by my 

experiences in a studio alongside personal dialogues with artists who tattooed me, which 

underscored the importance of oral history as a research methodology. This especially drove my 
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use of a shared authority model, which better replicates the dialogical structure of my 

conversations with artists. In particular, I questioned the ways in which a profession that I felt 

was more suitable to people with disabilities, due to the flexibility and autonomy that it afforded, 

still seemed to pose significant barriers for disabled apprentices.   

Participant: Petek (Part 2) 

 As mentioned previously, Petek worked in several queer studios before opening their own 

studio, which they currently run. They highlighted how studios can create room for abuse, 

particularly financial abuse, between studio owner and artists: “But like the dynamic between 

shop owner and people who work in the shop can be pretty fucked up, especially when you take 

cuts.” Expanding on this, they mention how issues like who pays taxes and charges HST are 

often extremely opaque, an issue that artist Raz (Chapter 3) also experienced. They mentioned 

that the space that artists hold, often as independent contractors, places them within a nebulous 

position and creates room for tattooing to remain unregulated and unprotected. One such 

example is the recent closure of franchise studio Ink and Water on May 15, 2024, who gave no 

warning to their artists. Artists who had paid their monthly fee for the space were left with 

unfulfilled appointments, lost deposits, and a complete lack of transparency regarding the 

situation. The studio, despite using a commission model and having many artists, had allegedly 

incurred significant debt that caused its immediate closure. As Morgan Sevareid-Bockneck 

writes, “That debt allegedly amounted to more than $1 million, but that wasn’t all. There was the 

alleged misappropriation of at least $1.6 million by one of the three co-directors of the 

corporation as well.”284 Artists such as Mumi were forced to post on social media, both to 

 
284 Morgan Sevareid-Bocknek, “The Inside Story of How Toronto’s Most Talked-about Tattoo Chain Suddenly Went 
Bust,” Toronto Star, August 24, 2024, https://www.thestar.com/news/investigations/the-inside-story-of-how-
torontos-most-talked-about-tattoo-chain-suddenly-went-bust/article_f3525cdc-5bd9-11ef-86db-2fd1cea30606.html. 

https://www.thestar.com/news/investigations/the-inside-story-of-how-torontos-most-talked-about-tattoo-chain-suddenly-went-bust/article_f3525cdc-5bd9-11ef-86db-2fd1cea30606.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/investigations/the-inside-story-of-how-torontos-most-talked-about-tattoo-chain-suddenly-went-bust/article_f3525cdc-5bd9-11ef-86db-2fd1cea30606.html
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explain the closure to their clients, and to call for an explanation and action from the owners, as 

artists did not receive any form of severance pay.285 Further, since the remaining owner, MGP 

Tattoo, filed for bankruptcy, artists were unable to sue to recoup their lost deposits on the 

studio.286 The artists identified their combined loss at a minimum of $52,000 CAD. For 

independent contractors, closures such as this reflect the highly precarious situation that artists 

are placed in, as they are not afforded many of the protections of employees. Furthermore, it 

demonstrates the ways in which studio owners can predatorily exploit the scarcity of open 

studios and continue to reinforce commission models and workplace behavior that is harmful to 

artists.  

 About three years into tattooing, Petek began having extreme chronic pain, to the point 

where they were unable to tattoo as a result of the pain. Much of their ability to negotiate their 

disability and pain is directly related to the higher rates they can charge, and the added flexibility 

and autonomy of owning their own studio. As they note, “I have gotten to a point where I almost 

never need to reschedule appointments for pain anymore, because I have it under control. So 

good. But a lot of it is just paring down how much I work. I now only work four days a week. 

Max two appointments a day or one big appointment a day.” In addition to having proper pain 

management, their work ethos reflects their bodily limitations and prioritizes their stability and 

health. They noted that they had to develop an ability to communicate their limitations to their 

clients and better negotiate the tattoo appointment: “And I am okay with saying, “Hey, we need 

to break this up.” No one’s ever been mad at me, which I had to be like, learn. And, yeah, now I 

still am in constant pain, but it’s manageable.” Petek explained that they were only able to take 

 
285 무미 [mumi], “What Happened to Ink & Water? My Version of the Truth,” Instagram, 2024, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/C79cC41uCkn/?img_index=1. 
286 무미 [mumi], “What Happened to Ink & Water?” 

https://www.instagram.com/p/C79cC41uCkn/?img_index=1
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proper care of themselves and work less once they owned a shop, which emphasized the way that 

the “hustle culture”287 of the studio negatively affects tattoo artists. They explained that they 

have tried to create a studio atmosphere that allows their fellow artists to take breaks as needed: 

So I think being in a place where like, it is okay to not just have the hyper capitalist, like 
hustle, like, productivity is really nice. Like, you can come and, and clock in and have a 
wonderful time and then clock out and be good to yourself. And trying to make it less like 
identity based and more just like, this is also just a job. 
 

They noted that hustle culture in tattooing is deeply tied to the ways that many artists tie their job 

as a tattoo artist to their identity, as well as the dynamic of studios to often have close 

interpersonal relationships and hang out with each other outside of work. They manage their 

studio from an artist-forward perspective, developing transparent communication about how the 

business operates and that includes all the artists in a democratic decision-making process about 

changes to the studio. At the same time, they explain that the studio does not make them any 

money as a result of the structure, which means that Petek is still highly reliant on tattooing for 

their income.  

 Petek’s chronic pain affected the way they structured their tattoo prices. For a while, they 

offered a sliding scale budget based on lived experience. This, they found, was unsuccessful in 

the long run—they were unable to pay themselves a fair wage through a traditional sliding scale 

option and decided to remove it. Instead, they replaced it with an option in their booking form 

that asked about budgetary limitations, which allowed a personal negotiation between client and 

artist to take place. Further, they do hold some exceptions: “And then when it comes to, very 

specifically, scar coverups for either self-harm, trans folks, whatever the reason, that is 

something where whatever they want to pay, I will almost always say, that’s fine, love that. So 

 
287 A term used to refer to a capitalist mindset that prioritizes productivity and relentless work, even at personal 
expense (such as health issues, stress, burnout, or lack of work-life balance). 
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other ways that aren’t just here’s a sliding scale, I guess, but it’s more transparent.” They 

highlighted their booking form as an area where they can ask what accessibility needs clients 

may have, which has allowed them to implement different forms of accessibility for clients. 

Further, their booking form asks for pronouns. Petek has developed an approach to tattooing that 

is strongly centred on client comfort and mutual pain management, due to their own chronic 

pain. They highlighted that strong communication and transparency about the process helps 

clients feel more comfortable both during the tattoo and in taking breaks. In terms of 

accessibility, their studio is not wheelchair accessible although it is on a ground floor, due to 

issues with their landlord and the specifications of building a ramp. Instead, they have an 

agreement with another ground floor studio that is wheelchair accessible, and their disabled 

clients are booked at this studio location. 

Petek has not mentored anyone yet. They explained that they would like to mentor 

someone as they exit the industry themselves. They noted that there are limitations on what style 

of art they would be able to teach, due to their own tattoo style. Petek is not fond of apprentice 

farms, as they feel that there is less follow-through with the apprentice, alongside issues with the 

lack of standardization of knowledge. Petek wants to see better standards and protections for 

apprentices but is unsure what the best strategies would be to implement. In particular, they 

emphasized a need for transparency on the learning process and timeline for potential 

apprentices. They like the trade-for-labour approach for teaching tattooing, but also noted that 

there is a need for schedule flexibility towards apprentices, due to the unpaid nature of their 

learning. They are supportive of a form of artist grant that would fund both the mentor and 

apprentice in the process but are nervous that it would be abused without proper oversight.  

Participant: Keith 
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Keith was originally a Canadian artist and musician living in the Southern United States 

in the late 1990’s. Their primary concern at the time was their band, which saw some success. 

Through a biker bar that had an attached tattoo studio, they were introduced to tattooing and 

were informally onboarded into an apprenticeship due to their background in visual arts, 

including their education on graphic design. The studio was predominantly run by two male 

artists, both part of the punk scene, who were extremely open and chatty about the processes of 

learning to tattoo but very informal. The entire apprenticeship was unpaid. Keith was an out gay 

man at the time, and although both tattoo artists were straight, they were completely accepting 

and highly protective of Keith and his identity. Despite this, the owner of the bar was 

homophobic, and Keith had to navigate this identity within the local punk, biker, and music 

scenes. He notes that his band and friends were highly protective of him, and they often received 

the brunt of homophobia directed towards Keith. He learned most of his technique through 

shadowing, as both artists were very explanatory of their process. He was taught how to make 

tattoo needles and how to take apart, clean, and put together tattoo machines, both of which he 

did regularly a few times a week. In the late 1990’s and early 2000’s, disposable needles and 

rotary machines were not yet used, so learning how to create needles, use an autoclave, and set 

up machines was an important part of the learning process. After about six months, Keith began 

tattooing a few friends of the tattoo artists and, from there, some of his own friends and band 

mates for free. He tattooed as an apprentice for another six months, before he decided to return to 

Canada for visa-related reasons.  

While Keith was back in Canada, he went for a visit to a doctor, as he hadn’t been while 

in the U.S. He learned that he was HIV positive. Although conditions had improved from the 

initial HIV epidemic, educational resources and general knowledge surrounding HIV as a 
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diagnosis remained extremely limited. It deeply impacted both his personal and professional life 

as a result. He explained, “I think that when I moved back here, the gay thing got automatically 

tied to the HIV thing. And that in general is a stigma on its own.” Following the diagnosis, he 

connected with a tattoo shop owner and artist who completely accepted his HIV positive status 

and supported his continuation as a tattoo artist. Although he was out to the owner, he did not 

feel the need to do the same with his clients. HIV is not a pathogen that could be spread through 

a tattoo artist having a positive diagnosis alone. He completed his bloodborne pathogen training, 

something that was largely taught to him by his mentors, but was not required in the U.S. state he 

lived in.  

After working at this studio for several years, Keith moved to a franchise-style studio in 

Canada, where he did not initially disclose his HIV status. When he needed to change his 

medications and required a leave of absence, he talked with the owner about his health situation. 

While the owner initially seemed supportive of his leave, they asked him to meet the following 

day, where he was told that they had spoken with a lawyer and for “liability” reasons, they would 

require him to not only publicly identify his HIV status to the studio, but also to every client he 

worked with. This was not a reasonable request. He summarized, “So he basically said that I 

couldn’t work there unless I was completely out about my status and just told everybody before 

they got a tattoo and I’m like, that’s not gonna happen. That’s not necessary. And so, I struggled 

and I, at that moment, I started believing that I couldn’t tattoo.” Keith states he was essentially 

fired for being HIV positive. Following this, Keith felt that he could not continue to pursue 

tattooing as a profession due to his status and began volunteering with an HIV education and 

advocacy group while working odd jobs. After serving on their board, he was presented with an 

opportunity to work as an educational staff member for sex and HIV/AIDS education, largely 
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through school boards. From there, he pursued a degree in social work and changed career paths 

altogether. This studio interaction, as well as the resulting effect of feeling that he could no 

longer be a tattoo artist, had a highly negative effect on Keith. He stated, “The trauma. 100%, it 

sucked so bad. And I really did become a person who just walked around saying, I can’t tattoo 

because of stigma.” 

Through his continued education work, Keith concluded that his HIV status should not 

bar him from tattooing, as he had previously thought. He feels that regulated and standardized 

knowledge could have prevented this, saying, “I think regulations that everybody could have 

gone through to already know that I’m okay to tattoo people could really help eliminate so much 

of that stigma.” While he continued to work a full time job, he began to tattoo out of a number of 

different shops. His age and experience, however, did not necessarily match a normal artist 

trajectory, and he was often treated more dismissively or negatively for this. Keith was hesitant 

to work in the same kind of studio he had before, where he was fired for being HIV positive, but 

was not willing to work out of his home, stating, “I knew that if I wanted to have my own legit 

space, I needed a municipal business license and an actual address.” Prior to Covid, he tattooed 

out of a combined collective arts and tattoo space, where he met a few other queer tattoo artists 

from DIY backgrounds. When Covid started and the space was shut down, they sought out a new 

tattoo studio. They aimed for it to be accessible, opting for a space that was ground-level and 

wheelchair accessible. They took a collective approach—there was no owner, and artists were 

responsible only for individual rent and some shared supplies. They concluded that their studio 

would be deliberately and openly a queer space. As such, they pulled a clientele that has often 

been excluded from tattoo spaces. As he notes, “I think we, just by virtue of being ourselves, 

have sort of fostered a reputation of being open and safe for a pretty diverse population. On one 



   
 

   
 

149 

 

hand, it’s weird, when I say diverse, I think we also have a pretty target clientele as well. It’s an 

irony there.”  

Keith states that while the tattoo industry as a whole may be saturated, the same is not 

true when it comes to queer tattooing. They are someone who wholeheartedly supports artists 

from different learning backgrounds, including DIY, stating that queer tattooists face different 

barriers in joining studios. Their culture, personality, identity, and even art make them Othered 

within the tattooing sphere, and this is an overall barrier to successful learning and opportunity. 

He argues there are important ways to support queer or marginalized artists, such as guest spots: 

“Guest spots is also a whole other area that is really helpful for queer people.” In part, this allows 

the guest artist to meet new artists and continue to develop their learning, as well as make 

connections with new clientele. Keith acknowledges that tattooing has been deeply impacted by 

queer culture, such as the legitimization of handpoke and definitively queer art styles. Keith 

strongly supports the ongoing development and change of tattooing as an industry and wants 

other tattoo artists to be more receptive to new perspectives: “I think more artists the better in 

general. If we could learn to collaborate a little better, that would be great. I think the more 

people venture into unknown artistic territory with tattoos and find new techniques, and tools and 

equipment and ways of doing things, I think that’s amazing.” He is strongly supportive of artists 

from any background, noting, “...what I want my tattooist to know is that they have confidence 

in the type of art that they want to do.” 

When addressing where queerness and disability intersect within tattooing, Keith believes 

that regulation of tattoo education would address many of the current issues that apprentices 

face. They stated that there are certain basic standards of practice with regard to both sterility and 

tattoo technique that can be easily regulated, emphasizing, “There needs to be that level of 
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standard information transfer.” Even something like a six-month course, from their perspective, 

could address misnomers and miseducation that is currently propagated through an 

individualized mentor-apprentice education. He argued: 

I mean, you have to have a SmartServe just to pass somebody alcohol. This is so highly 
unregulated that I think you should. I think the bare minimum could be you have to have 
some kind of certificate. I think it should literally be a school just like the salon and it’s 
that other kind of body modification and aesthetics. That basic level of certification just 
evens the playing field so nicely. 
 

They stated that much of learning to tattoo outside of these key elements is an individual learning 

process—like any other art technique, each person must learn how to do it individually—but that 

it should be taught within a scope that allows a mentor to oversee the tattoo process and be 

available to answer questions and give advice as needed. He noted, “…here needs to be a playing 

field of accommodation for folks, to accommodate learning styles also. And to provide that 

would be really helpful. Everybody doesn’t learn the same way just by Jason telling you what to 

do.” Further, mentors should be vetted: “I think for any for any shop to be able to provide an 

apprenticeship they should be regulated themselves to do so.” He believes that there should be 

some process to identify and certify tattoo artists as certified to teach beginners, which would 

better protect apprentices.  

Keith felt that the current health board inspections do not adequately cover the 

requirements for tattooing consistently. He emphasized that the use of single-use disposables has 

made tattooing much safer. As he explained, safety regulation is an easy and necessary element 

of the industry: “It is very basic science. It is very basic sterility. It’s very college level 

information that’s necessary to run a really solid, safe standard shop. It’s not that overwhelming.” 

At the same time, he acknowledged that the individualistic ways that each shop is run, alongside 
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the individual opinions of each mentor and artist create challenges to easily standardizing 

knowledge or regulation: 

And I suppose that’s a good example of what your perception of regulations mean. And I 
think it’s nuanced, because different shops are different when it comes to autonomy. And 
that has everything to do with it because we’re so unregulated. Just because things are 
common knowledge or general practice, if nobody is checking any of those boxes, we 
can’t be 100% reliable, other than the few health unit inspector’s reports, that are the only 
thing that anybody has to go back on as far as paper trails. 
 

He emphasized that better education on HIV in tattooing spaces is very important and would 

strongly benefit both HIV+ tattoo artists and clients. As he said, “All of those things could really 

be specifically regulated to help even the playing field for people like me.” 

Participant: Luna 

Luna, a queer and disabled studio owner, originally went to university and became 

interested in body modifications including the history of tattooing. She became interested in 

pursuing an apprenticeship due to their strong background in the arts. She saw a posting for an 

apprenticeship position and quickly put together a portfolio, applied, and was asked to come in 

for an interview. From there, the owner said they were not interested in her portfolio and wanted 

to see them draw up around fifty flash designs to submit in a week. When she tried to submit her 

designs, it turned out the entire studio had gone on holiday and the front counter attendant, who 

was an apprentice, was not forwarding voicemails and emails to the owner. She convinced her 

friend, who was heavily modified, to go in and get small flash pieces from the studio with her so 

she could talk to the owner and see if the flash pieces that she had submitted had been viewed by 

him yet—and after this, she was finally hired on as an apprentice. Luna downplayed her 

background knowledge on tattooing, noting, “I very much went into this knowing most places 

hate if you have experience, they don’t want you to tattoo yourself. They don’t want you to know 

too much. They want a blank slate.” She was the fourth apprentice currently at the studio and the 
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most junior of the four there, and she noted that the other apprentices and the owners were 

unfriendly towards her. Her first days on the job were very chaotic, as they were attending a 

convention, and she was completely unsure of what to do during the convention because 

everyone was either busy tattooing or actively ignoring her. She was told by one of the other 

apprentices to either take more initiative or leave.  

For the first few months, Luna mostly learned by watching what the other apprentices 

did, emulating their cleaning methods and asking artists if she could shadow them tattooing. She 

began to do set ups and breakdowns for the artists in the studio after a few months. She found the 

initial months to lack education on tattooing: “I would say I spent the first couple of months 

doing nothing but cleaning. And if I tried to sit and draw, they’d be like, draw on your own 

time.” The reprimands for drawing at the studio was frustrating, as she was never given set 

instructions on tasks to do instead. She noted they were strict and punitive towards the 

apprentices, but particularly her. Luna remembers one time that she showed up five minutes late 

to a shift and was told to go home for the day, even though she didn’t have a key to get into the 

studio if she came early: “One of my first days there, I showed up five minutes late because I 

didn’t have a key. So I was like, why should I be here before everyone else, I cannot get in? And 

then they sent me home, which I found out later was just so that they could make me cry. Very 

much on purpose.” Despite this, she showed up early from then on. The owners tended to yell 

and direct verbal abuse towards her, and she said that if she made a mistake, they would try to 

make her cry. Despite this, there were several queer artists at the studio who slowly took her 

under their wings and began to teach her more about tattooing. Luna stated, “The owners who 

were supposed to be my mentors, garbage. But the other artists who had kind of just joined in 

and were all really friendly, and younger and new in the industry, and also the other queer folks 
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in the shop, they were the ones who would actually answer questions.” Around five months in, 

she first tattooed herself when the studio was closed. The next month, she began to book clients 

and friends to practice tattoos on. She was able to find a regular stream of clients quickly, 

although she did a few walk in pieces a week as well. These apprentice tattoos were largely done 

when the studio was closed, and she shared stations with the other artists. The lack of tattooing 

during open hours, when other artists or her mentors could be there to help her, was another 

major detriment to her learning, as she argued, “No, so we were not allowed to tattoo during 

opening hours, we could tattoo after hours after everyone had left. So if I was doing a tattoo, you 

had no support in case something went wrong.” As she began to book more clients, she 

negotiated with the owners to let her begin to tattoo during studio hours, until she was able to 

work full days herself.  

Luna’s apprenticeship had little in the way of regimented structure or milestones and so 

she chose to ask the owners to become a junior artist. She found that there was little in the way 

of instruction on tattoo techniques, which was something that became a challenge to her, 

especially in doing colour work. She stated, “I was happy that I worked in a shop with so many 

artists, because I did get to see a lot of different ways of tattooing. But I do think that I was 

extremely limited as well, because I wasn’t taught anything.” Her apprenticeship was unpaid, 

and she was responsible for most of her supplies except for a few disposables that were provided 

by the studio. When she transitioned into the studio as a junior artist, she was on a 50/50 

commission and continued to pay for most of her own supplies.  

Things began to get worse as she worked as a junior artist, especially in terms of the 

owner’s behavior. She noted that their studio and branding heavily emphasized inclusivity and 
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diversity, so many of the artists at the studio were queer, racialized, and either women or gender-

diverse. She found this to be the major benefit to the apprenticeship: 

I think more than anything, in that space, we found this nice little community. Because 
the good thing was, while again, the owners sucked so bad, they really wanted to promote 
this woke shop. And so they were hiring a lot of queer, nonbinary, trans, and femme 
people. And I was like, great, I have a small community of people who also hate this 
place, and who want to help each other and thrive. 
 

Despite this, the owner began to escalate the types of comments and jokes made within the 

studio, often using slurs or other discriminatory statements. For Luna, this came to a head when 

he made the last of several highly antisemitic statements to her, a Jewish person. She noted, 

“They had started treating my coworker incredibly badly. Just deeply, horribly unethically. They 

are starting to make antisemitic jokes at my expense, and to my face, and to everyone else 

around me. If I tried to talk to them about money, they’d say it’s because I’m a Jew, things like 

that.” Instead of addressing this in a private manner, the owner chose to bring up this topic at a 

meeting with the entire studio and defended his actions, rather than listen to many of the artists in 

the studio who had tried to convey that this was not acceptable for a workplace. Once Luna and 

the other artists realized that he was unwilling to listen to them or improve, they began to 

transition into other studios. Several left for other shops, and Luna joined with the other queer 

artists in the studio to open up their own shop. Reflecting on their experience of apprenticeship, 

Luna summarized: 

I think that I got a lot of clientele. And it was very good to get my name out there. I think 
that the owners didn’t understand what it actually meant to create a safe space for us. And 
they were really just more interested in the bottom line than any of us as people and what 
our experiences might be. So they would equally hire artists who were openly 
transphobic and openly awful. They were constantly misgendering people, clients 
included. Clients and artists, they would be hitting on our clients while we’re working 
with them. It was by no means like a comfortable space to be in. And we just didn’t feel 
comfortable having our clients in that space. We were like, we can work, whatever, we’ll 
be fine, but I cannot justify allowing a single one of my clients into this environment, and 
it’s not a place that I can give a good experience to them. 
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The preparation and transition into the new studio was a lot of work, with Luna working days 

tattooing and nights preparing the new studio, but it went smoothly, and she was able to 

transition into the new place. Here, they were able to rectify many of the issues they had with 

how the old studio was run but maintain the elements of the business which were successful. 

They chose to become a predominantly private studio, rather than a walk in. Luna tattooed here 

for around seven years, before the owner stepped down and she was forced to move 

again. Further, the impact and negative qualities of her initial apprenticeship is reflected in her 

ethos of tattooing now: “I built my practice around the least amount of harm. The way I tattoo, 

the way I use my machines, is to have the least amount of harm.” 

Here, Luna wanted to stay and work with the other artists who she knew and trusted. She 

noted it would have been difficult for all of them to find safe, queer studios at the same time, and 

this solved many of the issues. Luna had wanted to be a studio owner at some point in time, 

although they maintain that they hadn’t wished to become one so soon. Despite this, they were 

able to open the new studio with their colleagues as co-owners and stay in the same 

neighbourhood. Luna notes that the main aim of the studio was to provide a safe and welcoming 

space for anybody to get tattooed. As she stated, “It’s impossible be a safe space for everyone, 

that obviously just doesn’t exist. But we do our best just to make sure that, you know, that we are 

happy to accommodate you, no matter what you’re going to ask.” Despite being a walk-up, they 

have made a deal with another studio to book in their accessible space for people who are 

wheelchair users or have other ambulatory limitations with stairs. Luna notes that another main 

flaw, in their opinion, is the open concept studio—some clients may not feel comfortable being 

tattooed in an open space with up to three other artists (and three other clients) in the same space. 

They try to mitigate this by offering privacy screens.  
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About a year into tattooing, Luna noticed “…a very stark decline in my comfort in my 

body, my body health.” This was, in part, due to an ongoing chronic health condition. Luna 

further notes that part of it was directly correlated to tattooing; her back began to hurt due to the 

posture and strain that tattooing causes on the back, and she developed eczema on her hands 

from the sanitizing chemical, Cavicide, that she used. As she continued in her career, her health 

condition increasingly began to affect the ability for Luna to use her hands, which pushed her to 

re-negotiate her tattooing methods. As she stated: 

So in the few days that I do have really long and intensive days or really complicated 
tattoos, it will affect me for two weeks after. And I’ll have weeks that I can’t use my 
hands or that every time I hold my machine, my hand is cramping up. I’ve had to end 
tattoos early because my hand will not hold the machine anymore. 
 

She struggled with getting to their studio on a third floor and used a combination of a cane and 

the wheeled stool to navigate the studio space. Moreover, Luna felt she had few options for 

further types of accommodation while tattooing, outside of tattooing less. This, for her, was not 

an option. She felt it was not possible to focus on more of the administrative duties of owning a 

studio and tattoo less, either. She said, “But the problem is that I’m not going to make as much 

money doing that as being an artist. And because I’m one of the top earning artists here, it will be 

huge cut for the studio. So I can’t.” As such, the financial precarity of their studio as it currently 

stands is such that she cannot tattoo the amount of time that would be most beneficial for her 

body, instead pushing herself to tattoo more. Interestingly, Luna mentioned how her studio is, 

despite this, a disability friendly studio due to their structure: 

Our studio, specifically, is in a position where we can take on artists who are part time 
who have, in our case, they have other jobs, they are in school, but also who might have 
disabilities that prevent them from working every day. So our structure, because we have 
the heavy hitting artists who get to burden most of the load of supporting the studio, it 
means we can take on staff who we have no expectation on how many days you work, as 
long as you tell us what your schedule is and stick to that schedule. 
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As such, it is Luna’s position as a senior artist with high demand and a higher hourly rate that 

allows other artists within the studio to work at a part-time level. This ties into the ethos of how 

their studio is structured and run from an ownership perspective—Luna emphasizes that the 

owners take the majority of the burden of planning and provide a space for their other artists to 

work more easily as a result. She noted, “Our goal is that if you are an artist who works here, you 

get to come and show up for work, do your cool tattoo and leave. And I don’t want them to have 

to worry about anything else and want them to just get to live their happy little tattoo artist life. 

The things that I never just got to do.” In addition to their physical disability, Luna is 

neurodivergent, and this has deeply affected their work habits, particularly organization. She 

contrasts her approach to other artists that she knows, stating, “…meanwhile, I’m here with two 

separate spreadsheets to organize every single client who sends me an email and then, put them 

into another, unconfirmed appointment, confirmed appointment, all the notes I’ll ever need for 

them before putting anything into my booking system.” She attributes this to her memory: “I’m 

learning that that’s just because I have no short term memory, and I don’t hold onto information 

very well,” further noting, “So my dependency on all of that is just my fun brain trying to 

function.”  

Luna does want to mentor in the future and believes their past experience in teaching will 

be highly beneficial in developing a strong curriculum and structure for their future apprentice, 

in comparison with the lack of structure they experienced. She notes that tattooing is something 

that could easily be implemented through a college, as there is a clear and easily standardizable 

curriculum of knowledge that students could learn before they transitioned into tattooing 

themselves. She stated, “I do believe that we could put tattooing in schools.” She acknowledged 

the potential difficulties, as well as industry pushback to this. She emphasized the importance of 
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standardized knowledge for tattooists as an important aspect that should be implemented: “But if 

that could be a program, where you learn the background of tattooing before getting an 

apprenticeship. It doesn’t have to be practical, but there should be a base foundational 

knowledge.” Many of the same challenges we currently face with systemic issues at universities 

may still have an effect on this, however. Having a college-based course could decrease the 

number of apprentices who drop out early in the process, when they realize this isn’t a career 

they’re interested in. Further, Luna believes that all tattoo apprentices should have some kind of 

education, especially in the arts, before entering tattooing. Further, she argued that tattoo 

apprentices should be taught a strong background on the history and cultural context of tattooing, 

alongside the practicalities of tattooing: 

I think that you need to have to learn about where it comes from, learn about different 
cultural practices, I think that should be a part of it. I think learn about different styles and 
where those come from, how that’s originated, is important. People who shit on micro 
realism, not understanding that it’s from Asia, where it’s just not as acceptable to have big 
tattoos and so you need to have an alternative that’s equally beautiful. Those contexts. 
That’s important before you just go on shitting on other styles. I think that you should 
have to learn how tattoos work, or like how the machines of it work. The science of it 
going into your body. I think you should learn business practices, basics on like, what the 
structure options are for working in studios. How to do taxes, learn basic accounting for 
businesses one-oh-one, learn how to brand yourself. Like, there’s so many things that 
come into it, it’s a business like any other. You could do a two year course before even 
starting, and you would have a better career for it. 

 
 In part, this would simply develop their general abilities and life skills, as well as their 

drawing and composition abilities. Luna notes that finances continue to remain a major barrier to 

apprentices entering tattooing, as the majority of apprenticeships are unpaid (and sometimes cost 

quite a bit), but having a standardized college course would give all apprentices a better chance 

at success in learning how to tattoo. Luna states that one of the major issues with the outcome of 

so many new tattoo artists entering the industry over the last few years, largely through short 
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apprentice farms, is that they have not developed all the needed skills to tattoo successfully for a 

long term career. Regarding DIY tattooing, she noted: 

I think that is a perfectly valid way of learning. But you are going to slow down your 
progress by being self taught. The chances of you fucking up in really big ways and not 
knowing to correct those mistakes for a really long time. I say this as someone who had 
to be basically self taught within a shop environment. I can’t imagine not having that 
shop environment and still trying to learn. 
 

As tattoo artists see less clients, competition heightens, and some of these newer artists may be 

forced to find other work.  

Tattoo Culture 

 Within the context of tattooing, I contend that the cultural aspects that relate to both the 

acquisition of tattoos and the subculture more broadly, particularly with how it relates to 

persistence through pain, has a negative relation to disability broadly. Although the experience 

varies greatly, the overall tattoo procedure expects the tattoo client to “sit well” for the tattoo—

mainly, to stay still so the artist can do their work well, and to not verbalize or convey the 

experience of their pain throughout the appointment. Tamara Santibañez argues that this 

proximity to pain and trauma can cause artists to minimize the experience of pain—both their 

own and their clients. She states: 

Minimizing can happen when we become desensitized to others’ pain, a process that I’d 
argue is part and parcel of learning to tattoo as we are witnessing pain daily, as well as 
being the ones causing it. I believe this sets the stage or establishes a baseline from which 
we have a diminished capacity for seeing our client’s emotional pain. Minimizing can 
also happen when we are so burned out or at capacity that we simply can’t absorb any 
more information or suffering.288 
 

This proximity to suffering, and furthermore, the minimization or negation of this suffering by 

tattooing as a culture broadly, has negative intersections with the disabled experience. Clients 

and artists may feel pressured to endure a tattoo appointment despite the bodily trauma they 

 
288 Santibañez, Could This Be Magic? 61. 
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undertake. This can contribute to forms of overwhelm or unnecessary suffering, with a few 

notable examples such as forms of sensory overwhelm or forms of bodily pain incurred by sitting 

in one position for long periods of time. As Maurice Patterson and Jonathan Schroeder state, 

“Acknowledging the body and skin in [the paradigm of plasticity] necessitates individuals being 

aware of and engaged in self-care practices.”289 When disabled clients engage with tattooing 

practices that directly and negatively impact their health and wellbeing through a lack of 

accessible practices and forms of pain endurance, this self-care practice can be partially or 

wholly negated. 

 As articulated by therapist Oumou Sylla, disembodiment is a system that “trains people to 

ignore their own bodies for the sake of efficiency, order, and control.”290 They outline five 

mechanistic and societal structures that create disembodiment: denial of basic needs, such as a 

requirement for permission to use the bathroom; rigid control over movement; reduced time for 

play and rest; commuting and the loss of bodily autonomy; and workplaces that mirror school 

(prison) structures.291 The normalization of physical restrictions that begin in school and continue 

into capitalist labour practices produce physical alienation from the body. As they state, “By this 

point, many have internalized compliance to the extent that they don’t even notice their 

disembodiment—it just feels like “normal life.””292 As Michel Foucault argues, the production of 

a body that is docile relies on three methods—focus on the individual, productivity, and 

supervision—which produce “discipline.”293 As he states, “Discipline increases the forces of the 

 
289 Maurice Patterson and Jonathan Schroeder, “Borderlines: Skin, Tattoos and Consumer Culture Theory,” 
Marketing Theory 10, no. 3 (September 2010): 261. 
290 Oumou Sylla, “The Not-So-Subtle Road to Disembodiment,” Instagram, 2022, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/DNE0m1gvnFJ/?img_index=1. 
291 Sylla, “The Not-So-Subtle Road to Disembodiment.” 
292 Sylla, “The Not-So-Subtle Road to Disembodiment.” 
293 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 136; Anne Schwan and Stephen Shapiro, How to Read Foucault’s Discipline 
and Punish (Pluto Press, 2011), 99. 

https://www.instagram.com/p/DNE0m1gvnFJ/?img_index=1


   
 

   
 

161 

 

body (in economic terms of utility) and diminishes these same forces (in political terms of 

obedience),” and, further, discipline is a fundamental aspect to capitalism.294 By remaining a 

diffuse system of control, discipline is also “…an unusual form of power that is often difficult to 

discern,” and therefore more difficult to resist.295 The production of docility thereby requires 

forms of disembodiment to become a normative apparatus on an individual level. As Foucault 

outlines, the hierarchization of space and an individual’s value is formative in motivating the 

individual to engage within systems of discipline, in part through the utilization of 

disembodiment and an “anatomo-chronological schema of behaviour” that dictates timed value 

to physical acts.296 The gig economy is strongly predicated on systems of control that are 

anchored in discipline. Gig economy work often relies on autonomous, individual “motivation” 

to produce labour. Morgan and Nelligan argue that “In return for being emancipated from Fordist 

job-for-life monotony, [creative] workers must embrace vocational uncertainty and the state of 

radical bewilderment generated by fast-burn capitalism.”297 This has produced a number of 

effects on workers within creative industries, including an inability to reject work, the “bracket 

creep” of necessary qualifications to find work, exploitation of unpaid labour to generate these 

qualifications, and intensive work conditions that negatively impact their quality of life.298  

 The onus towards strong “work ethic” and pushing through physical or mental pain, 

exhaustion, and other negative symptoms on, first, apprentices, and, through the legacy of studio 

cultures, tattoo artists who succeed in apprenticeships, has a cumulatively deleterious effect on 

artists. I would argue that forms of disembodiment affect disabled artists disproportionately, 

 
294 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 138. 
295 Schwan and Shapiro, How to Read Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, 103-104. 
296 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 145, 152. 
297 Morgan and Nelligan, The Creativity Hoax, 22. 
298 Morgan and Nelligan, The Creativity Hoax, 23, 26, 40, 67, 80. 
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pushing them past their capabilities and potentially further disabling them long-term. Within the 

context of sensory overload and neurodivergence, there is a similar lack of support for the highly 

taxing sensory input that occurs at most studios—a combination of background music, multiple 

conversations, and one or multiple tattoo machines. Similarly, there is an expectation for 

apprentices and artists to overcome this noise. As a whole, tattoo artists are subject to many 

forms of disembodiment, particularly physical pain. Petek especially highlighted this aspect as an 

industry norm:  

So I was only able to work less once I owned this shop specifically. Prior to that, there is 
a pressure to work a lot and constantly, and through pain, being in pain is normal. Be like, 
pushing through it is what you do… it is just such a weirdly normal thing. And like 
everyone is in pain. Every single tattooer is in pain. And you talk about it in a way that’s 
just like, yeah, my back fucking hurts real bad.  
 

Tattooing has a few physical impacts, particularly back pain and wrist/hand pain, that are highly 

common in the industry. Luna articulated her own client-centred approach, stating: 

I think, like many tattoo artists, I do not take care of myself. You go home and you take 
Tylenol or my medicated stuff. But no, I could do more. But I honestly care more about 
my clients’ comfort than mine. So I will contort myself into weird positions if it makes 
my client more comfortable. Maybe later in my career, that’ll change.  
 

Despite these forms of bodily pain and a necessity for forms of accommodation, as Petek 

highlights, there is a normative force exerted on artists to downplay the physical effects of 

tattooing. Further, there are few, if any, recommendations on how to better care for and preserve 

artists’ bodies for long-term work. This is a pervasive and continual form of compulsory able-

bodiedness: a form of policing and authoritative exploitation of the body for capitalistic 

productivity, even at the cost of long-term degeneration and damage to their body. In addition, 

the onus on paying studio rent or chair fees further drives artists to work potentially past their 

health capacity. This is a strongly identified trend within gig economy work broadly, with the 

Association for Entrepreneurship identifying income uncertainty and concerns around worker 
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protection as two main challenges.299 As Luna stated, “Because really, the studio, because it’s 

commission based, it’s a fragile ecosystem. If the artists aren’t working, the studio is not making 

money. The studio can only pay to stay alive as long as the artists are all working.” Through this 

structure of employment, the demand for the productive able-bodied worker is constantly 

articulated. As gig economies are derived from systems of discipline, they rely on 

disembodiment as a dominant hegemony within labour contexts. Concurrently, this modality of 

work degenerates the worker’s ability to produce labour over time. 

A 2022 national survey in the UK identified that gig workers “reported mental health and 

life satisfaction worse than those employed full time and part time, but better than the 

unemployed” that “were explained by their higher levels of loneliness and financial precarity.”300 

A 2022 study on stress and gig work summarized the impacts on health:  

Unpredictability and instability in both work schedules and income earned are associated 
with high levels of stress7, 8). Prolonged stress can lead to poor physical health, as well as 
mental health problems such as depression and anxiety, in addition to substance abuse, 
low job satisfaction, fatigue, and sleep-related issues9). The relationship between routine 
certainty and health has also been explored in workers doing precarious work7), such as 
gig work. While there is limited research in the area, evidence suggests that gig work is 
associated with poor mental health (including stress), potentially as a result of poor job 
stability, low wages10), and worker surveillance and evaluation (e.g., consumer rating 
systems)11).301 
 

A 2021 call for research on the health impacts of gig economy work identified “job strain” 

through high stress work in combination with financial instability as an identifiable factor 

causing increased risk for type 2 diabetes, increased risk for cardiometabolic disease death in 

 
299 Katie Hoge, “The Pros and Cons of Gig Work,” Association for Entrepreneurship, July 27, 2023, 
https://afeusa.org/articles/the-pros-and-cons-of-gig-work-exploring-the-economic-benefits-of-productivity-and-
employment/. 
300 Senhu Wang, Lambert Zixin Li, and Adam Coutts, “National Survey of Mental Health and Life Satisfaction of 
Gig Workers: The Role of Loneliness and Financial Precarity,” BMJ Open 12, no. 12 (December 1, 2022): e066389, 
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2022-066389. 
301 Sadia Hafeez, Charlotte Gupta, and Madeline Spracjer, “Stress and the Gig Economy: It’s Not All Shifts and 
Giggles,” Industrial Health 61, no. 2 (2022): 140-150, https://doi.org/10.2486/indhealth.2021-0217. 
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men, and increased risk for hypertension among other negative health impacts.302 These studies 

demonstrate the direct negative physical impacts that financial instability, overwork, and poor 

work habits have on gig workers broadly, which can be seen within the work culture of tattooing. 

Moreover, the continued reliance on unpaid apprentice labour to buoy this precarious financial 

state establishes forms of compulsory able-bodiedness from the moment a potential artist is first 

hired on at a studio, and the ways in which they are educated to think about tattooing as a form 

of labour.  

Accessibility in Tattoo Studios 

 There is a conspicuous absence of published standards of accessibility both within tattoo 

studios and in the tattoo process itself, although forms of tattooing like trauma-informed 

tattooing have identified many broad issues of accessibility. Many of the direct and AODA-

compliant aspects, such as ground-floor studios with wheelchair accessible doors, width, and a 

lack of any steps, or accessible washrooms, are difficult or impossible to rent for a price that 

studios can afford. As M.K. argued, “…a lot of shops are just not super accessible, which does 

make it very hard. And it’s hard because, obviously, it depends on what locations are available. 

And when it comes to rent, costs are insane.” Thus, the physical space of studios, particularly the 

availability of rentable properties at reasonable cost, are one of the most significant barriers to 

AODA compliance. Studios are at the mercy of available buildings and the landlords that run 

them. Studio owners may be unable to make necessary changes to the space to build more 

accessible spaces, or may be limited by aspects of the building itself, such as public shared 

washrooms, or the conditions of the stairs, elevators, doors, etc. As such, studios reflect a wider 

problem with AODA compliance found in most private business buildings; that is, the 

 
302 Anna Freni-Sterrantino and Vincenzo Salerno, “A Plea for the Need to Investigate the Health Effects of Gig-
Economy,” Frontiers in Public Health 9 (February 9, 2021): 638767, https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2021.638767. 
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expectation for accessible buildings does not reflect the reality of architectural spaces and design. 

This reflects the limitations of Oliver’s compliance approach, wherein the practical application of 

legislature for disabled peoples often fails in implementation.  

Ferdinand emphasized that cost of rent affects the ethos of the studio and by proxy, the 

demand on artists from both a labour perspective, as well as the type of rental fee for the space 

(commission versus flat chair rate). It is evident that high commission rates are a driving factor 

in artist overwork and burnout, as well as cutting corners in terms of client comfort and safety. 

Ferdinand further articulated that the financial pressure of rent is one reason for the commonality 

of apprentice farms, particularly ones that charge apprentices: “…some studios will definitely 

apprentice farm as a way to pay bills. If you’re getting like, five apprentices a month or 

whatever, and they’re all paying a grand per month for learning how to tattoo. Right? That’s five 

grand coming in? Every single month. And if you just keep that apprentice farm going? It’s 

yeah…” Financial demand due to high rent prices is therefore a major barrier for studios to keep 

running, and, further, to provide the best workplace for artists. This impact can be felt in part 

through the demand for long hours of labour and the lack of accommodation or flexibility for 

(disabled) artists, but also in the exploitation of free or paying apprentice labour to offset the high 

volume of customers within a studio, as I found with the studio I worked at. At the same time, 

studios exist within a broad spectrum of business structures and practices, as S.B. explains: 

I’d say each studio is its own entity. With how they’re running it, again, each owner is 
attempting to produce the tattoos as best they can. The idea of success is loose, so you 
can have a shop. If it was a walk-in studio, let’s say… And the goal was to get as many 
people in and out as you could, I suppose you could draw the conclusion that they are 
really just in it to make money if that was the goal, as many people in and out. And you 
could say, likely, there’s probably a little bit of compromise in the work to have that 
mindset. But that’s one end of the scale. And the other end would be people who are 
doing very thorough consultations, to walk people through to help them understand how 
to take their idea and make it real and understand some of the subtleties about the tattoo 
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industry, about how ink behaves in their skin, how many hours need to be put in, pain 
tolerances, budgets. 
 

S.B.’s analysis reflects Luna’s framing of the studio as a “fragile ecosystem” that requires the 

careful negotiation of studio structure determined by factors including studio size, rental price, 

art and studio style, clientele, and each artists’ personal work style, which encompasses disability 

alongside other marginalizations. Keith brought in a similar perspective, stating, “…people run 

their shop the way they want to run their shop, and they want to provide any reason to the people 

that they’re hiring that their way is right.” Especially when contextualizing this statement 

through the position of a potential apprentice searching for a studio, Keith’s assertion reflects 

how there is such a strong disparity of studio types and opinions on ideal tattoo industry 

standards, ones that sometimes directly conflict or contradict each other. Petek emphasizes the 

importance of an artist-forward approach in their studio: 

I think having it be artist forward is really good. Like, if artists are good and happy and 
comfortable, then that translates to everyone being good and happy and comfortable. And 
a lot of that is like, transparency with how the business operates financially. And making 
sure that like, things are talked about, like any major decisions is a group effort. 
 

When designing studios with an ethos of open, safe, or accessible spaces, especially when they 

exist within structures and forces of capitalism that can limit or negate the ideals a studio strives 

towards, an acknowledgement of the structures of power that exist within the studio must be 

epistemologically foregrounded. Santibañez argues that the demographics of the artists who 

comprise a studio shape the power dynamics of the studio; stating, “If you want to make your 

business welcoming and supportive of all types of clients, you must develop a consciousness and 

practice around what it takes to develop a mutual trust between the environment and its 
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clients.”303 As such, studio owners and artists need to take active and consistent steps in putting 

accessibility at the forefront of their studio design and client interaction.  

Forms of Accessibility for Clients 

 Santibañez lists the following accessibility points: shop space that is wheelchair 

accessible, accessible and gender neutral bathrooms, waiting room seating, lighting adjustment 

options for epilepsy, options for chairs/pillows/wedges/beds, image descriptions on social media, 

scent-free studios, as well as holding space for support persons and interpreters.304 I would like 

to not only break down some of these in terms of how studios can make these elements possible 

or accessible, but also discuss a number of further types of accommodations that can be 

employed within most tattoo studios.  

Website and Social Media 

 One of the most under-utilized elements of accommodation within most modern studio 

websites is the lack of accessibility information available. Websites and FAQ pages on social 

media are one easy and immediate mode for studios to best disclose what accessibility measures 

are available and not available to clients. This is directly beneficial to disabled clients, as it 

decreases the time and effort to find studios that are suitable. Hemlock Tattoo in Alberta, ON, is 

one such example. Their website clearly outlines the physical qualities of the building, including 

lighting, parking, building access, bathroom access, signage, and the layout of the studio itself, 

alongside photos of the studio and building.305 Studio transparency on the possibilities and 

limitations of their space and the accommodations available is highly important to building a 

disability-centred industry.  

 
303 Santibañez, Could This Be Magic? 91 
304 Santibañez, Could This Be Magic? 67-68. 
305 “ACCESSIBILITY,” Hemlock Tattoo, 2024, https://www.hemlocktattoo.com/accessibility. 

https://www.hemlocktattoo.com/accessibility
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 Websites and FAQ pages are a space for artists to provide transparency on their tattoo 

process and demystify the tattoo process, which remains obfuscated for much of the general 

public. Better transparency and education on tattooing, as a whole, is a form of harm reduction 

and a way to remove forms of gatekeeping that are prominent within the industry. One such 

example is Berlin Tattoo, from Vancouver, ON, that has a website that outlines their accessibility 

information, including the potential for house visits, their approach as trauma-informed artists, a 

sliding scale budget and explanation, information on booking, cancellations, tattoo ink, and 

boundaries.306 Berlin Tattoos offers two forms, a general feedback form, and an accountability 

form, that allow their clients to provide them with feedback.  

Release/Booking Forms 

Booking forms, which are an online form clients fill out to book appointments, as well as 

release forms, which are a consent form that clients sign before getting tattooed, are two major 

areas that allow the easy implementation of accessibility measures. Petek highlighted their 

booking form as one of their major forms of studio accessibility. They mentioned, “So in my 

booking form, there’s a little section where I’m like, “Is there anything you need me to know?” 

And then in brackets, “Some like accessibility needs, et cetera, et cetera.” So then, I sort of get 

told what an individual’s needs might be.” Booking forms give an opportunity for clients to be 

up-front about their needs and, further, for artists to have time to appropriately prepare for any 

forms of accommodation they may need to provide. Petek continued, “I think just like generally 

having an air of “you can tell me your needs and that’s okay” has been really helpful. And then in 

the [booking] form… because face to face can be scary for a lot of people, so in the form 

allowing someone to like, behind the safety of a screen, tell me their needs.” Booking forms can 

 
306 “FAQs,” Berlin Tattoos, 2019, https://berlintattoos.com/FAQs. 

https://berlintattoos.com/FAQs
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thereby allow clients to disclose accessibility measures in a private way. As Raz notes, “That 

starts right when you submit a booking form, there’s a lot of information where you can be 

prompted to put that in because sometimes saying that in person is uncomfortable. So being able 

to have the option to have it written, so that you don’t have to have that kind of awkward 

interaction is great.” They can facilitate a further conversation that happens prior to the tattoo 

appointment, where accessibility needs are foregrounded. Artists have the opportunity to prepare 

accommodations ahead of the appointment. Further, forms can be a way to ensure a safe and 

respectful space for the queer community, as booking forms can allow clients to disclose their 

name (as opposed to their legal name) and pronouns. Luna states, “We want to make sure that 

like, your pronouns, your name, are all correct. Obviously, we need a legal name just for record 

keeping, but we make sure that that is the secondary name that you have to give.” Raz 

emphasized the importance of booking forms as a way to accommodate queer clients: 

...having multiple avenues to put your pronouns, lots of different ways to kind of catch 
corrections for people’s names. Lots of clients change names, or their legal name for 
when they’re placing deposits comes through differently than what they’re submitting 
through their forms. Just being able to make sure that we’re on top of that and have 
multiple different ways to actually catch that. And make sure that that information is 
representing them properly. 

 
Booking forms are a space to negotiate prices and designs. As Petek states, “I have a 

section of my form where I’m like, “Do you have a budget?” And then if I see that budget, see 

what they want, I might be like, “Oh sure yeah, I’ll do that for that!” or if it’s far too low…” they 

are willing to reject clients to better prioritize their own health and financial obligations. 

In addition to having an area that asks clients for any specific forms of accommodation 

they may need, I would suggest that the booking process should cover a few additional forms of 

accessibility. Julia Suh, trauma-informed artist who works in private studio in New Jersey, 

provides one such example: “The secret for Julia lies in their booking form. They made sure their 
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form was as detailed as possible, asking the client questions about their sensitivities, potential 

triggers that might come up during the session, accessibility concerns, and even conversation 

topics to avoid.”307 Janeen Scott, a studio owner in Calgary, ON, offers the option in a booking 

form for clients to choose a safe-word or gesture that they can use to stop the tattooing 

process.308 Hemlock Tattoo’s booking process allows the artists to engage in dialogue about 

accessibility requirements, disclosures of pain or trauma, the creation of a safe-word for the 

tattooing process, and the need for a partition or extra privacy for their tattoo. 

Guests 

As M.K. stated, “…a lot of artists have a no guest policy. And that’s a huge issue. 

Because there are people with caretakers, and there are people who just need a safe person with 

them due to traumatic experiences. I get it, you don’t want to someone bring in their buddy to 

hang out. I get that. But understanding that some people do need a support person is very 

important.” Although there is an often very reasonable demand by artists to keep the number of 

people within a small studio limited, as plus-ones can be distracting to the tattoo process, artists 

should have options available for disabled clients who need a support person with them. This is 

another area wherein the booking form can act as an option to negotiate this. This can extend to 

the negotiation of a service animal in the space. Several artists mentioned booking clients with a 

service animal after normal studio hours, so that there were no sanitary concerns for other 

clients, and the space could be appropriately sanitized after the tattoo concluded. 

HIV Disclosure 

The requirement of HIV disclosure, especially in booking forms and consent forms, is a 

common occurrence in tattooing, yet it is fundamentally unnecessary to require disclosure from 

 
307 Honeysuckle Magazine, “The Artists of Trauma-Informed Tattooing and Working Outside the Studio System.” 
308 Dorozio, “Tattoo Shop in Calgary Wants to Make the Industry Safer and More Inclusive.” 
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clients. As Santibañez argues, “It can also be discriminatory to require clients to disclose their 

HIV status on release forms. Asking for disclosure perpetuates stigma and is medically 

unnecessary to the tattoo process itself because we employ universal precautions for all 

clients.”309 Further, it is both discriminatory and unnecessary to require artists to disclose their 

HIV status to either their studio or clients. Once again, the necessary precautions are taken 

during tattooing to protect clients and, more broadly, anyone at the studio from bloodborne 

pathogen contamination. Further, the perceived risk of infection appears to be considerably 

higher than reality. The Ontario HIV Treatment Network, in a 2012 review, identified a 

transmission risk of bloodborne pathogens through needlestick injury from an infected host as 

follows: “5-30% risk of transmission of hepatitis B (HBV), a 3-7% risk of transmission of 

hepatitis C (HCV), and a 0.2-0.4% risk of transmission of HIV.”310 As Keith stated: 

I, myself, have never known HIV to be transmitted through tattooing, or there been a case 
of proof of an actual proven case of that. And that piece of information alone, just as a 
standard piece of information that you get in a book, or a textbook or something, these 
are bits of information that are really helpful, especially for queer people, gay men, to 
have that stigma just [removed], for sure.  
 

Keith further emphasizes how industry-wide standardized education on HIV and hepatitis, as 

well as other bloodborne pathogens, would have directly helped them in their own tattooing 

journey and experience as an HIV+ individual, stating, “All of those things could really be 

specifically regulated to help even the playing field for people like me.”  

Bodily Comfort and Numbing  

Numbing is an option that is often denigrated within tattooing. This can tie into industry 

expectations to sit through the pain and earn your tattoo, as well as the changes that numbing 

 
309 Santibañez, Could This Be Magic? 70. 
310 “HIV Risks Associated with Tattooing, Piercing, Scarification and Acupuncture,” Rapid Response Service, 
Ontario HIV Treatment Network, August 2012, https://www.ohtn.on.ca/rapid-response-61-hiv-risks-associated-with-
tattooing-piercing-scarification-and-acupuncture/. 

https://www.ohtn.on.ca/rapid-response-61-hiv-risks-associated-with-tattooing-piercing-scarification-and-acupuncture/
https://www.ohtn.on.ca/rapid-response-61-hiv-risks-associated-with-tattooing-piercing-scarification-and-acupuncture/
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creams can cause to skin texture. Despite this, numbing is an option that should be offered to 

clientele, as should space for a dialogue and discussion on how to approach the process. 

Ambrose notes, for their studio, “We have different types of numbing spray for people, because a 

lot of our clients have chronic pain.” In addition to chronic pain, there can be a multitude of 

reasons why clients may prefer numbing of some kind. Tattooing as a bodily trauma can be 

triggering: “As someone who had dealt with self-harm, [Megan] Climaldi understands that the 

experience of getting tattooed can go from tolerable to triggering quickly. Working today, she 

always has numbing agents on hand for this reason.”311 Ripley emphasized the availability of 

numbing: “I always keep Bactine in my kit, especially after, you know, the first time I had a 

client really need it.” 

Artists need to foreground client comfort in body position throughout the appointment. 

Options such as pillows and wedges should be clearly presented before the tattoo begins. Further, 

artists should consider how the client is positioned for long periods of time in conjunction with 

their own need to properly see and access the body part being tattooed. Recently, I had a friend 

tell me that they sat an entire elbow tattoo with their arm positioned directly over their face. This 

shocked me, as I have the same area tattooed, but was able to lie down on my stomach or back 

for the entire tattoo and remained comfortable the entire time. Despite my friend being heavily 

tattooed and extremely experienced, with experience working at a studio themselves, they were 

still unable to negotiate their body position for this tattoo in a way that led to their physical 

comfort. To me, this indicates the strong power dynamics at play within a tattoo appointment, 

and the importance of artist recognition for proper communication and negotiation about 

positioning before and throughout the tattooing process. 

 
311 Cher Tan, “How Queer Tattoo Artists Are Creating Community,” I-d, April 3, 2017, https://i-d.co/article/how-
queer-tattoo-artists-are-creating-community/. 

https://i-d.co/article/how-queer-tattoo-artists-are-creating-community/
https://i-d.co/article/how-queer-tattoo-artists-are-creating-community/
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Negotiating Power in Tattoo Interactions 

 Artists have acknowledged the power structure inherent in the relationship between tattoo 

artist and client. Clients, particularly those that are newer to getting tattoos, view artists as an 

authority on the process and, as a result, place a level of trust in the artist to suggest or conduct 

certain steps of the tattoo. In particular, I would highlight the placement of the tattoo within the 

three dimensional space of the body as an area where many clientele defer to their artist, 

especially in the process of stenciling the design onto the body. This was one such area that I 

saw, during my time working in a studio and shadowing artists, that was often deeply neglected 

as a space of negotiation. I frequently saw artists place stencils with minimal or next to no 

discussion with the clients, and, further, I repeatedly saw artists pressure their clients to begin the 

tattoo without even offering them a chance to get up and look at the stencil in the mirror before 

they began. The entire process of tattooing is a negotiation, and artists need to give time and 

room for different styles of communication from their clientele.  

 Ambrose highlighted how their communication style creates an opportunity for their 

clients to enter into the negotiation and feel safe through the tattoo process: 

I think a lot of people who come to this space are often very introverted and quiet, a lot of 
my clients actually. So it takes a bit for them to kind of open up. And I feel they’re not 
going to advocate for themselves or talk if they need something to be more comfortable 
or if they want something moved, like a stencil or something. So I over communicate… 
 

Although it is obviously repetitious to consistently explain the steps of the tattoo, artists need to 

communicate these to their clients, particularly ones who have not worked with them previously. 

Client communication is an element of the tattooing process that appears to be widely 

overlooked in apprenticeships. Petek stated, “I think that’s a major oversight with like, the 

apprentice experience, is like how to have good bedside manner. I wish that was taught more.” 

By foregrounding the implicit hierarchies of a tattoo artist, who is assumed to hold specific and 
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(often gatekept) forms of knowledge starting at apprentice education, there can be better 

standardization of how to prioritize informed client consent at the basis of the tattoo process.  

Concluding Thoughts 

 Drawing on Stafford Beer’s concept of “the purpose of a system is what it does,” it is 

evident that there are a multitude of ways in which disabled artists, apprentices, and clients are 

negatively affected by the current standards in place within the tattoo industry. Many of these 

issues are directly caused by the impacts of late-stage capitalism and the gig work economy, as 

well as the rental market. The consequences of financial precarity on artists, driven by high rent 

prices, low availability, and a lack of available AODA-compliant buildings, is a direct result of 

the current systems in place, which intend to maximally profit from the people renting spaces 

while investing the least possible into the property. Ontario, broadly, has extremely high rental 

prices and a scarcity of appropriate commercial spaces for tattoo studios. Wallace Immen reports 

that, “This “race for space” is pushing up retail rental rates across the country, with rents 

expected to continue to appreciate for the rest of the year, according to a recent survey from 

commercial real estate company CBRE Canada.”312 The Better Way Alliance found that for the 

Greater Toronto Area, “Huge rent increases are increasingly common. Between Q3 2022-2023, 

the average price of commercial rent went up almost 33% in the GTA.”313 Within a capitalistic 

system, and particularly within large cities such as Toronto, this is an element that will likely 

remain outside of the control of most studio owners and artists. Despite this, I believe that a lack 

of knowledge on disability justice and accessibility has negatively impacted artists and directly 

 
312 Wallace Immen, “‘Race for Space’ Squeezes Retailers amid Rising Rents,” The Globe and Mail, September 3, 
2024, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/industry-news/property-report/article-race-for-space-squeezes-
retailers-amid-rising-rents/; “Canada Retail Rent Survey H1 2024,” CBRE, 2024, 
https://www.cbre.ca/insights/reports/canada-retail-rent-survey-h1-2024. 
313 “Commercial Rent FAQ,” Better Way Alliance, November 11, 2022, https://commercialrent.ca/commercial-rent-
faq/; “Quick Market Overview Charts,” Toronto Regional Real Estate Board, November 7, 2024, 
https://trreb.ca/market-data/quick-market-overview/#commercial-charts. 

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/industry-news/property-report/article-race-for-space-squeezes-retailers-amid-rising-rents/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/industry-news/property-report/article-race-for-space-squeezes-retailers-amid-rising-rents/
https://www.cbre.ca/insights/reports/canada-retail-rent-survey-h1-2024
https://commercialrent.ca/commercial-rent-faq/
https://commercialrent.ca/commercial-rent-faq/
https://trreb.ca/market-data/quick-market-overview/#commercial-charts
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contributed to a lack of other forms of accessibility that could be more easily implemented 

within studios and artist approaches. As MK states, “I think that shops do need to make more of 

an effort.” As discussed previously, lack of knowledge about the Code and the AODA by the 

majority of tattoo artists, most concerningly studio owners, reflects a significant and tangible 

shortcoming in regards to the inclusion of disability and accessibility. Further, the absence of 

knowledge about the Code and the rights of artists, who are protected under employment by the 

Code as independent contractors, or apprentices, who are protected as volunteers, means both are 

less likely to pursue cases of discrimination through the Human Rights Tribunal. As such, better 

education and dissemination of these forms of protection is paramount in creating a safer 

industry and environment for both artists and apprentices.  

When reviewing current recommendations on accessibility in tattooing, the emphasis 

remains entirely on the client experience, leaving disabled artists out of the dialogue. It became 

apparent to me that while many artists intersect with experiences of disability, few were taught 

how work within the tattoo industry in a way that prioritized their health and wellbeing. This is 

directly reinforced by the lack of standardized knowledge available within the industry; a 

common issue in fractured industries within the gig economy. Drawing from Adrian Piper’s 

assertion that economic factors, particularly the ability to do free or very low-paid labour for an 

extended period of time, directly affect who can become an artist, I maintain that the current 

apprenticeship system remains highly inaccessible for most disabled people. Many tattoo artists 

continue to experience financial precarity. As Ripley explained when asked their advice for 

artists who are interested in pursuing tattooing: “I really feel it’s not a secure source of income or 

employment right now, even very established tattooers are currently struggling with clientele.” 

Luna emphasized this precarity and the rapidly shifting parameters of the tattoo industry: 
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...we’re an incredibly saturated industry; it’s more artists than demand. And that’s going 
to have a tipping point. I think it’s already started, where we’re gonna see a lot of people 
leaving. You can’t be mediocre with this many artists around. You have to kind of be 
exceptional. And so creating more of these really great spaces has been one of the best 
things that’s happened in the past 5-10 years. I can recommend so many studios now that 
are queer, female owned, BIPOC owned, and just creating unique spaces that can cater to 
all those people that were left out of the industry before. And I think given another few 
years, hopefully we all survive the lull. And it means that people who want to enter the 
industry will have these spaces that will be available to start taking apprentices. 
 

Despite being a predominantly self-employed industry, the majority of disabled artists are still 

affected by extreme forms of compulsory able-bodiedness and disembodiment. When 

considering how to implement meaningful applications of disability justice and accessibility 

within the industry widely, the way that artists treat themselves and their colleagues is an origin 

of change. When artists have access to meaningful forms of accommodation and can care for 

their mental and physical health appropriately, they will be better able to create forms of 

accessibility that benefit their clients.  

There is a noticeable lack of marginalized mentors, including disabled mentors, which 

means that disabled artists seeking an apprenticeship are less likely to work with someone who is 

knowledgeable and willing to accommodate them during the apprenticeship process. 

Additionally, disabled people face severe economic inequalities that make the trade of labour-

for-education a less equitable option. The 2023 “Disability Without Poverty Report” found that 

people with disabilities are twice as likely to live in poverty than people without disabilities, 

typically living 30% below the poverty line.314 In 2024, the Ontario Disability Support Program 

(ODSP), which is Ontario’s only form of financial disability support in lieu of employment, pays 

below the poverty line, providing up to $1,368 per month.315 This is without addressing issues 

 
314 “Disability Poverty in Canada,” Disability Without Poverty, 2023, https://www.disabilitywithoutpoverty.ca/2023-
disability-poverty-report-card/. 
315 “Ontario Disability Support Program,” Government of Ontario, March 27, 2022, 
https://www.ontario.ca/page/ontario-disability-support-program. 

https://www.disabilitywithoutpoverty.ca/2023-disability-poverty-report-card/
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such as potential discrimination by landlords and the financial cap on assets at $40,000 for those 

on ODSP. As Onley states, “In short, the ODSP is not enough money in today’s world.”316 While 

trade-for-pay models are still an improvement over payment for education as the only option, it 

is evident that financial support for apprentices would directly improve access and allow a wider 

array of people to enter into tattooing.  

  

 
316 Onley, “Report of the Third Review of the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act,” 59. 
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Chapter 3: Queer Tattooing 

 This chapter will begin with a theoretical framework concerning queerness and the 

regulatory apparatus of hegemonic straight socialization to contextualize the following 

participant case studies. It will address six queer participants: Bandit Shaw, Stabby, M.K., Didi, 

Ambrose, and Raz. Ranging from two years to around ten years of tattooing experience, the 

artists have a range of learning backgrounds, with two artists who were traditionally mentored 

(who worked as the singular apprentice to a singular mentor), two artists who learned through an 

apprentice farm, and two artists who learned predominantly from self-taught/DIY methods. It is 

important to note that it is impossible to easily classify and separate out each participant’s 

individual identities and experiences into neat chapters—most of the artists featured in this 

chapter are also disabled. Instead, this dissertation is roughly organized by the majority or 

notability of topics discussed throughout the interview. Each case study roughly follows the 

participant’s journey of joining the industry and learning how to tattoo, their experience 

becoming an established tattoo artist, their opinions on current apprenticeship models, and, 

finally, their recommendations for industry improvements. Further aspects, like their 

perspectives on queerness, disability, and involvement in mentoring or owning a studio are 

addressed with variability, based on their experiences. The subject topic of queerness itself was 

engaged with to varying degrees within these case studies by participants; observations may not 

always relate directly to the chapter subject. As their insights and experiences are centered within 

the lived experience of queerness, they have been included within the chapter. This chapter ends 

with a comparative discussion on the experiences of queer artists, as well as their 

recommendations for apprenticeships moving forward. 

Queerness and Regulatory Mechanisms of Control 
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The following participant interviews outline, with high similarity, feelings of Otherness 

and, often, moments of explicit homophobia, within the tattoo industry at large. In particular, 

forms of verbal homophobia stand out for their commonality. As Jacques Rothmann and Shan 

Simmonds outline, homophobic bullying is one mode of forced assimilation used to fuel the 

heterosexual imaginary,317 which “encourages objectification and the binary logic of ‘othering’ 

of non-normative sexualities.”318 Homophobic verbal abuse, which most commonly takes the 

form of “negative jokes,” is one subtle form of reinforcing Otherness while simultaneously 

circumnavigating the potential for punitive measures through the defense maintained around 

comments being “only” a joke.319 Many forms of Othering come in the form of 

microaggressions, defined by Kevin Nadal as:  

Microaggressions are types of everyday discrimination that are typically subtle or even 
well-intentioned in some cases and are most often experienced by people of color, 
LGBTQ people, women, religious minorities, people with disabilities, and people of 
other marginalized groups. In contrast to outright assaults and hate crimes (or conscious 
prejudicial treatment motivated by fear or dislike of “the other” and intended to hurt 
people), microaggressions are typically more covert or innocuous in nature— sometimes 
intentional, sometimes unintentional— communicating hostile, insulting, or negative 
messages about people of oppressed groups. 320 
 

As Nadal argues, microaggressions can be either conscious or unconscious, but work to reinforce 

people’s underlying perceptions of social normativity, such as heteronormativity.321 As outlined 

earlier, tattoo shop culture often leans into broadscale negative joking regardless of identity. 

 
317 Jacques Rothmann and Shan Simmonds, “‘Othering’ Non-Normative Sexualities through Objectification of ‘the 
Homosexual’: Discursive Discrimination by Pre-Service Teachers,” Agenda 29, no. 1 (January 2, 2015): 116. 
“The heterosexual imaginary is an illusory view of reality in which “heterosexual relations are taken for granted and 
unquestioned” as a result of what “people are socialized into or learn.”” 
318 Rothmann and Simmonds, “‘Othering’ Non-Normative Sexualities through Objectification of ‘the Homosexual,’” 
117. 
319 Rothmann and Simmonds, “‘Othering’ Non-Normative Sexualities through Objectification of ‘the Homosexual,’” 
117. 
320 Kevin L. Nadal, Dismantling Everyday Discrimination: Microaggressions toward LGBTQ People (American 
Psychological Association, 2023), 5. 
321 Nadal, Dismantling Everyday Discrimination, 13. 
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Therefore, the question becomes, how does the impact differ? Drawing on Rae Langton’s 

supposition that speech can cause subordination, Ishani Maitra argues forms of hate speech 

outside of instances tied to authority can replicate modes of subordination.322 Briefly, they 

identify the following forms of subordination that can be caused by speech as: cause by 

psychological or physical harms through deprivation of rights or abilities; harm through the 

creation of beliefs; or by triggering others to act in ways that subordinate others.323 Maitra states, 

“speaker authority needn’t derive from social position at all” and, further, that “a speaker can 

come to have authority even when they lack it prior to speaking,” which therefore constitutes 

normalities for others.324 Thereby, the use of homophobic, sexist, and racist language within the 

context of tattoo studios, even within socially “accepted” forms of communication such as jokes, 

can constitute a subordination through hate speech. Nadal states, “when comedians, actors, or 

other public figures use transphobic or heterosexist language in their jokes, scripts, or social 

media posts, they complicitly encourage violence towards trans and queer people.”325 Tamara 

Santibañez succinctly maintains, on the status of apprentices in the industry:  

…power dynamics exist as well between artists and people interested in learning how to 
tattoo. Aspiring apprentices can be so hungry for an opportunity to learn, that they go on 
to accept mistreatment and exploitation from their supposed “mentors.” This is 
exacerbated by the industry’s reputation for hazing and the notion that one has to “prove” 
how badly they want to tattoo or demonstrate that they are willing to “earn” it.326  
 

When further contextualized within the mentor-apprentice relationship at a studio, where 

apprentices hold no forms of power or job security, and few forms of legal employee protections, 

 
322 McGowan, Mary Kathryn, and Ishani Maitra, eds., Speech and Harm: Controversies over Free Speech (Oxford 
University Press, 2013). 
323 McGowan and Maitra, Speech and Harm. 
324 McGowan and Maitra, Speech and Harm. 
325 Nadal, Dismantling Everyday Discrimination, 7. 
326 Santibañez, Could This Be Magic? 31. 
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this clearly constructs a subordinating relationship that furthermore fulfills Maitra’s assertion of 

“the very act of producing speech of that kind just is a subordinating (speech) act.”327  

The ways that queer (and, more broadly, marginalized) clients, apprentices, and tattoo 

artists are subordinated and treated with forms of hostility is a form of abjection. As Robert 

Phillips defines: 

Abjection literally means ‘‘to cast out,’’ yet Kristeva’s theorization plays with this 
definition by recognizing that in the context of marginalized subjects, abjection goes 
beyond ‘‘casting out’’ and becomes a more interactive process through which the 
boundaries of the self are protected by rejecting whatever ‘‘does not respect borders, 
positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite…328  
 

Abjection serves the function to maintain boundaries that are threatened—further, using Dular’s 

concept of moral rackets, are constructed as threatened.329 That is to say, the ways in which 

abjection is used to strengthen and maintain identificatory regimes is often predicated on false 

constructions of threat to justify forms of harm and, even explicit violence, as a reaction. Despite 

the ways that many queer artists experience forms of Otherness and abjection, I wish to highlight 

within this dissertation the ways in which artists have built queer community and centred queer 

temporalities within their artistic practices. I draw this emphasis from Simi Linton’s critique of 

the centring of disability studies: “I think it is strategically useful to engage nondisabled people 

in disability studies but find a way for them to articulate their subject position vis-à-vis the idea 

of disability. Much as white studies has called attention to the centring of white, in exploring the 

nondisabled position, we call attention to its centring.”330 

Participant: Bandit Shaw 

 
327 McGowan and Maitra, Speech and Harm. 
328 Robert Phillips, “Abjection,” TSQ: Transgender Studies Quarterly 1, no. 1-2 (May 1, 2014): 20. 
329 Phillips, “Abjection,” 19. 
330 Simi Linton, “What Is Disability Studies?,” PMLA/Publications of the Modern Language Association of America 
120, no. 2 (March 2005): 520. 
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 Bandit Shaw (herein “Bandit”) became interested in learning how to tattoo after her sister 

began getting tattooed. At age eighteen, she began to draw extensively to build her portfolio. 

After applying to many studios with rejections and portfolio critiques, she was given the 

opportunity to meet an artist who had the same specialty art style as she did. Although she was 

initially rejected, she insisted he look over her portfolio for critique. Following this, she was 

hired the next day as an apprentice. This studio was predominantly male and had a shop style 

that is often called “traditional” or “old school” in how it was run, and the way artists behaved. 

This meant Bandit faced significant hazing in the first several months of apprenticeship; her 

mentor had several past apprentices who had left early into their apprenticeship, and he wanted 

her to prove that she was truly committed to the apprenticeship process and was willing to work 

hard. As an eighteen-year-old, she stated that she was less than fully committed at first, and it 

took a number of punishments from her mentor when she made mistakes—in the form of verbal 

berating and some form of punitive task, often cleaning—for her to understand the significance 

of the field and fully apply herself. She argued: 

It sounds really weird to be like, the best thing was how hard he was on me. He was. But 
at the time, it was awful. I cried a lot. But it really thickened my skin. And I learned how 
to navigate people’s bigger emotions, especially when you’re doing something so 
permanent and altering someone’s body. There’s no reason mediocrity should be creeping 
in. 
 
Bandit’s apprenticeship was completely unpaid: this included duties like cleaning, setup, 

and other forms of labour, as well as learning such as shadowing, drawing, and tattooing. Her 

mentor did, however, pay for all her supplies, which comes at a significant cost for an apprentice 

to field. As she explained, most notably, tattoo machines can range in price dramatically, but 

most land in the ballpark from around $600 to $1200 CAD. Further, single use needles tend to be 

priced at around $20 for a box of 20, alongside small cost items such as gloves, pads, alcohol, 
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paper towel, ink cups, and other items. Last, tattoo ink can be quite expensive: Bandit states that 

she purchased a set of 48 inks for around $1200. Further, inks have a shelf life of 2-3 years 

unopened, but only 12 months once opened. The combined price of these supplies as an upfront 

purchase is a significant barrier for people who are interested in learning tattooing and, thus, the 

model of labour for education (and supplies) was an accessible option for her. Bandit notes that 

most artists are still incurring a financial loss by taking on an apprentice, even if the 

apprenticeship is unpaid. This is due to the hours of tattooing that the artist loses by spending the 

time educating and managing their apprentice, especially when the apprentice begins to tattoo 

people themselves and needs to be monitored throughout the tattoo. She stated:  

Because, if you think about it, the person you’re learning from, they don’t get any kind of 
grants or anything from the government. Tattooing in Canada is the wild friggin’ West, 
where there’s no regulations at all. So if he’s not tattooing, and he’s teaching me instead, 
he’s not making any money. Why would he be paying me if he’s not making money? I’m 
not making money. Why would I pay him?  
 

This is one reason that some artists charge their apprentices for their education, although it is just 

as often exploited as a profit model by apprentice farms. She added that the high rent of many 

studios is another consideration for mentors, “So, for him, keeping me there when he could be 

renting out to an experienced artist, he was losing money.” She emphasized the supply cost as 

another disincentive for mentoring in a labour-for-pay model, echoing S.B.’s statements. She 

noted, “I think paying for certain things for yourself is fair, paying for the needles you’re going 

to be using. But if you’re working for free, you can’t really do that. So that shifts to your mentor, 

who’s supplying everything to teach you. That’s a lot of money over a couple of years.” During 

Bandit’s apprenticeship, she worked two other jobs in addition to coming into the shop for a full 

40-hour work week, all unpaid. This was an extremely stressful experience and, many days, she 

functioned on three or four hours of sleep.  
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The structure of Bandit’s apprenticeship was what could be considered extremely 

traditional. For the first three months, she only cleaned and drew pieces of artwork, which the 

artist critiqued. Although this may seem harsh, she states there is an important element to this 

stage of learning. First, cleaning and setting up teaches apprentices proper procedure for 

bloodborne pathogens. It teaches concepts like the difference between sterilization and 

disinfection. Further, it creates appropriate habits about how to use gloves, hand sanitize, and 

how to respect the shop. It allows the mentor to potentially weed out apprentices who are not 

fully committed to tattooing as a profession, especially when these apprentices treat the shop, or 

sterile practices, in a careless manner. Second, tattooing has significant limitations surrounding 

the types of designs that will heal and look aesthetically pleasing on human skin. Tattoos will 

fade, blur, and thicken over time, meaning the design needs to accommodate for these changes in 

both healing and aging of tattoos. As she was taught, apprentices should learn these rules of 

design before they begin to bend or break them. Following these three months, she was finally 

allowed to shadow her mentor and watch as he tattooed clients. She began to take over front desk 

duties, although she would be kicked back to cleaning duty if he felt she was not talking to a 

client in the manner he wanted. After this, she did some practice tattooing grapefruits and 

oranges. She notes that these are excellent practice for beginners to learn needle depth, as they 

squirt fruit juice if you pass the needle too deep, and they have a curved surface and softness that 

better replicates human anatomy. She notes that fake skin can be a useful tool for beginner 

tattooists but that it holds a few qualities that make it a weaker practice tool. First, as it is 

completely flat, it does not teach students to accommodate bodily curves as they pull lines in the 

skin. She expounded, “When you’re pulling along on flat surface, you don’t have to worry about 

adjusting your hand,” adding, “But if there’s a curve, you don’t want to pull because you’re just 
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gonna dig that needle right through that curve, but you want to be able to keep a consistent line 

and kind of move your hand.” Second, fake skin is significantly firmer than human skin. Third, it 

is easily manipulated around, meaning apprentices may not be learning how to tattoo on a 

stationary surface or to avoid wiping off the stencil as they tattoo. On fake skin, she stated: 

I think it’s a good safe option. For learning to tattoo, I don’t think it’s necessarily the best 
once you’ve kind of figured things out. It’s great for when you’re learning because you 
pick up needle depth pretty quickly, you’re not getting the same result as you would on 
skin, but you’re learning how to not hurt somebody. You’re not going to be able to create 
a beautiful, perfect tattoo on fake skin that you could do on someone’s actual skin ten 
times easier. But it’s good to kinda have that buffer before jumping right on the skin 
because like, skin is so delicate and soft... 
 

After the initial shadowing and practice stage, Bandit was finally given her own room and began 

to tattoo customers as a junior artist. Junior artists produce tattoos at a discounted rate, starting 

with small, simple flash designs—often solid black, followed by simple linework—before 

moving onto more complicated techniques and larger pieces. Despite the low pay, she feels that 

highly discounted junior rates allow for artists to build clientele, stating, “And the reason that 

they start you off at such a discounted rate is so that you can build your clientele. But you’re 

building that clientele through their already established shop, too.”  

The transition into tattooing clients independently is where Bandit felt the apprenticeship 

became far more challenging: “I had to show myself how to do a lot of stuff.” Her mentor often 

did not spend time teaching her actual tattooing techniques, nor did he shadow her during her 

tattoos, meaning she was essentially left to her own devices. She stated, “There was another artist 

there that would get frustrated at watching me try to sit and do things. And he’s like, why isn’t 

your mentor up here? And then he would come in and show me how to do something. And he’s 

like, you can fuck someone up.” Although this artist at the shop would help her out from time to 

time, she was largely on her own and had a few disastrous tattoos along the way. As she told me, 
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“…there was a circumstance where I fucked up a tattoo on a paying client,” and when asked if 

her mentor fixed the tattoo, she stated, “He did, but then he also berated me in front of that client. 

I deserved it to a degree, but maybe not in front of the client.” Further, she struggled to find and 

build a customer base in this small Ontario town, and she finally decided to move to a larger city 

to continue learning and expand her customer base.  

There were challenging elements that related to being both queer and neurodivergent in a 

tattoo shop that was old school. Artists often ribbed her about her identity and physical 

appearance—which ranged from fairly “harmless” jokes to using gay slurs. As she said, “I 

worked with three big burly biker straight men when I first started tattooing. So I got made fun 

of a lot. Just for random things. I wouldn’t necessarily say it was malicious. They just didn’t get 

how I was, so I would make a comment, and they’d be like, it’s because you’re a F-slur.” The 

difficulty in assessing this form of treatment lies in shop culture, which tends towards chirping, 

harsh critique, pranking, and hazing. In some ways, this can be a positive in the profession. 

Bandit notes this allowed her to build a strong ego and take criticism of her artwork easily. It 

gave her experience to deal with customers, some of whom could become irate, angry, and 

escalate confrontation. On the other hand, some of her personal experiences, like being called 

gay slurs or being verbally berated by her mentor in front of a customer, are traumatic 

experiences that she does not wish to replicate with her own shop or apprentices, stating, “It’s 

hard because it’s not fucking fun for anybody. It definitely makes you feel like more of an 

outsider.” She likens this predilection to abusive shop behaviour towards apprentices—and 

indeed tattoo artists in general—as a form of generational trauma and learned behaviour from 

mentor to apprentice. Further, Bandit reflected on the conflicted position she was put in through 

these comments: “I was pretty lucky in the sense that I knew that my coworkers cared for me, 
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but they were definitely like those weird family members that don’t have a filter and would just 

say really out of pocket things that could be hurtful. And, especially for queer people, something 

that is dancing on that line can be very harmful.” Further, she highlighted how an adherence to 

strict identity factions, for example assuming queer people could not perpetuate harm, was not a 

reasonable response to forms of abjection and Othering. She stated, “You’re gonna deal a lot 

with different artists and just because you’re queer doesn’t mean that that’s why they’re doing 

that. I’ve worked in shops with other queer women, and they’re still gonna say horrible mean 

shit.” 

She experienced difficulties in terms of accessibility. In particular, she notes the 

atmosphere of the shop was loud and sensorily overwhelming, which would often lead her to 

have a sensory overload and need to go for a smoke break as an excuse to relieve herself. In 

particular, “He used a coil machine a lot. So I couldn’t really hear him over the coil machine. 

And it can be really overstimulating. So having a good grasp on how to regulate yourself before 

being thrown into an environment is key.” In a traditional shop atmosphere, sensory overload or 

accessibility measures in general are dismissed or looked down upon. The general attitude is one 

of “tough it out” or get out.  

Bandit notes a few highly important elements to having an appropriate tattoo 

apprenticeship, in comparison with learning how to tattoo from home. First and foremost, 

tattooing poses a huge safety risk to the client if done improperly. Not only can the tattoo become 

infected, on occasion badly enough to need skin removal and grafting, but tattooing too deeply 

with a machine can cause serious cutaneous injury, permanent scarring, and even hypertrophic 

scars or keloids. Bandit gave one such example: 

A client came in and was telling us about an awful experience that she watched her friend 
have at [this] shop. And she knew better from being tattooed here. So she’s watching this 
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dude do all this crazy shit. And she’s like, he wore the exact same pair of gloves through 
the entire tattoo process. He had his phone set up right next to the dental bib. He was 
touching the phone and then touching the client, changing music, fucking with his Apple 
Watch, touching his face and shit. He, with the gloves that he was tattooing that person 
with, got up, went through his bag, pulled out a pack of gum and put a piece of gum in 
his mouth with his clients fucking body juice on it. This tattoo was so overworked and so 
fucked up and was starting to show signs of possible infection. There were some yellow 
scabs that were weeping yellow [pus]. So we kind of directed this guy on like, you could 
probably try some Polysporin, if it doesn’t clear up in a day, go to the hospital, get 
antibiotics. But this client is telling us all this shit that she saw. And she was like, I felt 
like my head was gonna explode! I’m like, call the health department. They called, we 
called, someone else called. And that shop is still open and has no infractions. And they 
were just inspected. 
 

This experience demonstrated to Bandit the limitations of current health and safety regulations: 

“I don’t think [city] has a strict enough health department, to be honest.” The health risks of 

unsafe tattooing, alongside the current lack of regulations, is one of the key reasons that Bandit 

explained tattoo gatekeeping still exists. She argued: 

But you see artists now that maybe they started in a shop, they maybe didn’t do very well 
in that shop. And they were they either left on their own accord or were asked to leave. 
And now they’re making TikToks teaching people how to tattoo on the internet. And 
they’re getting right in there and showing how they’re doing things. And that’s a fucking 
no-no, that stuff is still kind of hushed for people that are not in the industry, because you 
can hurt somebody. We all know what we’re doing at this point. We can tell each other 
how to do something and show each other skills without it feeling like we’re in 
competition, but we’re not going to show Becky on TikTok how to pull a clean line 
because she’s gonna rip someone to shreds. 
 

She also gave another example of the risks of unsafe DIY tattooing: 

Someone posted that their longtime client’s boyfriend had just gotten out of jail, and had 
learned to tattoo in jail, which already is like, awkward. It’s an awkward time, whatever. 
But he was opening his own shop when he got out of jail. He tattooed his girlfriend. She 
had to get that piece of skin cut off. And she had full on drains and stuff in and open 
[wound]. So she had to wait until the infection was all drained out. And that the skin 
around it became healthy so that she could get skin graft over top. People don’t realize 
how dangerous things can be if you’re not knowing what you’re looking for or what 
you’re doing. 
 

Bandit stated some of the reasoning behind the gatekeeping mentality that many artists have 

towards choosing apprentices, and specifically in rejecting apprentices who have done DIY 
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tattooing or a tattoo school, “there’s artists that will tell you they wouldn’t want that, because 

then those people could have picked up bad habits from school that they now have to untrain out 

of that person.” When asked if apprentices are specifically rejected for DIY tattooing, she stated, 

“Absolutely. Because now you’ve taught yourself bad habits. You’ve watched online videos that 

have taught you bad habits. And it’s really hard to unteach those hand movements that you’re 

doing [rather] then just to teach you properly right off the cuff.” This reasoning is quite justified. 

Several artists, including Ambrose and Stabby, expressed to me their difficulties in unlearning a 

poor technique they had picked up due to a lack of guidance from their mentors. Bandit 

explained that learning from a DIY background can make integrating into the tattoo artist 

community more difficult: “It happens a lot, especially in Toronto. And a lot of the people that do 

that are people that are opening their own shops for their first time there. They’re not necessarily 

in the community either. People that kind of taught themselves and they don’t know any of the 

etiquette of making friends with other artists.” She felt that as a result, some of these artists rely 

heavily on social media to assert their authority (as she called them, “the loudest talkers”), which 

can negatively influence the ways clients treat their artists. She noted that “they’re kind of 

training clients to expect to be able to walk into a shop and just automatically have service.” 

Overall, Bandit feels that apprenticeship is important not only for teaching artists proper 

sanitation and technique but also developing an important relationship aspect within the 

community of artists that fosters ongoing learning and communication. 

 There is an additional form of regulation in tattooing—through tattoo materials. Most 

reputable tattoo supply companies will not sell their materials to people who cannot prove they 

are professionally and reputably tattooing out of a tattoo studio. In particular, this is of 

importance when it comes to tattoo inks—although there are overall issues with tattoo inks, there 
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are some safe and reputable brands that are shared between artists by word of mouth, especially 

through apprenticeship. While there are tattoo machines and ink available online over websites 

like Amazon, these materials are often unsafe for human use and do not have any form of safety 

or ingredient guarantee.  

Bandit thus emphasizes that educating apprentices on proper client safety is of the utmost 

importance. She said, “I think for tattooing, you should have some kind of art degree or 

schooling or anything under your belt.” She highlighted that an apprentice should be educated on 

bloodborne pathogens and, further, be able to properly execute disinfection and sanitization 

within the shop effectively, as well as have a strong education on tattooing tools and equipment. 

This could be most effectively taught with courses or workshops: “You are an artist first. You 

have to know what you’re doing art-wise, first. And then be able to take the courses to be able to 

show that you have a grasp on cross-contamination and stuff like that. And then you can go into 

your apprenticeship and learn.” From here, Bandit argued that a structured and paid mentorship 

would be extremely beneficial, saying, “If you took someone on and the government could give 

you a little bit of money to help fund supplies and your time to apprentice this person, if half of 

the money that the government sent out went to a little bit of the artist’s time that’s teaching and 

the person that’s also learning, it would make it a lot easier.” As a result of this structured 

method, Bandit wants to see stronger regulation for artists: “I seriously think that you need to 

write a written exam and get a license before you can fully be able to tattoo in Canada. And not 

just a written exam, you should also have to perform a technical exam in front of the health 

department.” 

Bandit has apprenticed one person for a partial apprenticeship, which ended prematurely. 

She posits that there were issues on both ends that contributed to the apprenticeship not working 
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out. Although she took certain cues from her own apprenticeship style, she did not want to 

subject her apprentice to the same type of hostile treatment that she experienced herself. She 

struggled, however, with maintaining enough authority to keep the apprentice working properly: 

“I don’t have the backbone to structure and make sure they’re staying on track…” In part, they 

knew the apprentice previously, which meant they liked and respected their apprentice, and did 

not want to come down hard on them. As she stated, “I wanted to teach them so badly that I was 

having a hard time drawing a line in the sand.” Scheduling became the major contributing factor 

that caused issues. The apprentice lived out of town without a steady mode of transportation and 

often relied on Bandit for rides. Further, they were only able to come into the shop at maximum a 

few days of the week, and this meant their learning process was significantly slowed and 

hindered. In particular, if the apprentice missed a few days or even weeks, they began to forget 

the protocols they had learned previously, meaning that Bandit was often left re-teaching them 

the same basics. In particular, Bandit had an issue with the apprentice making basic sanitary 

mistakes, which meant she did not feel comfortable with the apprentice progressing any further 

until they were able to properly clean the shop and understood bloodborne pathogen 

transmission. It became apparent that her apprentice had expected to begin tattooing far sooner 

than reality: “I approached it with the old school mentality of, you respect my shop, and I’ll 

respect you and teach you. I think after a week, they got to a point where they thought that they 

were just going to be tattooing.” As the apprenticeship progressed, the gaps between attendance 

began to widen. At one point, the apprentice missed an entire month and came back with almost 

zero retainment of the skills and knowledge previously taught. This was deeply frustrating for 

both parties and majorly contributed to the premature ending of the apprenticeship. Furthermore, 

Bandit was no longer able to give them rides into town, so they were unable to find a reliable 
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mode of transportation. Last, they began to slack off when assigned duties. When they were 

given drawing assignments or cleaning assignments, they began to cut corners or not perform the 

duty at all. As such, the apprenticeship was terminated and Bandit decided they would not take 

on another apprentice for some time.  

Bandit explained that learning to tattoo is an ongoing process: 

Tattooing is really weird. And everyone kind of does it independently and learns 
differently, you’re learning from so many different people. Doing a technique on paper is 
very different to how you would do it on skin. Machines have different speeds, they have 
different functions; knowing how to use certain tools isn’t very common. I find whatever 
your mentor showed you, that’s all you know from there. So when you go and talk to 
another artist whose mentor showed them something different and they’ve learned 
different tips and tools from using different things, that’s kind of how you spread that 
knowledge. 
 

Bandit notes that many of the people who offer apprenticeships are not, in fact, necessarily able 

to perform to the standard of learning and support needed for a proper tattoo education. One area 

of additional regulation that she emphasized was more onus on who could own studios: “I feel a 

good step would be not being able to open a shop unless you have, ten years of tattooing under 

your belt, you’ve completed BBP courses, you can prove that you are an established tattooer.” 

She mentioned that, in her opinion, tattoo mentors should have a minimum of ten years of 

tattooing experience before they take on an apprentice. As she explained, “I do think there needs 

to be a lot more regulations to make sure that if you are taking on an apprentice, it’s a safe 

environment. There’s structured time to learn. It’s a slippery slope, because it’s so unregulated.” 

Further, she states that mentors should not take on more than one apprentice at a time, and that 

she would be wary of anyone who has taken on more than three apprentices consecutively—

these are potential signs of apprentice farming, and thereby signs of a limited education.  

Participant: Stabby 
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Stabby has been interested in tattooing since middle school and did a number of school 

projects on tattooing throughout middle and high school. She had very much aimed to be a tattoo 

artist, even when doing career counselling in high school, as she was quite introverted and highly 

interested in making art. When she turned eighteen, she began to approach different tattoo 

studios with her physical portfolio and was eventually accepted by a female tattoo artist, who ran 

a predominantly female tattoo studio. Initially, the mentor had another apprentice she was in the 

process of “firing,” so to speak, so Stabby continued to work odd jobs, save money, and practice 

their drawing in the meantime. She began to frequent the shop regularly on her time off, mostly 

in the evenings, and familiarized herself with front counter duties and customer service. Her 

apprenticeship itself, however, left her unmoored. After these unstructured visits to the studio, 

she was finally told her apprenticeship would start officially on a specific date. When she 

showed up, the only person at the studio that day was their piercer, who was equally as confused 

as she was about what was supposed to happen. As it turned out, her mentor had gone on 

vacation. Not only that, she had not notified any of the other tattoo artists or piercers that she 

would be taking on a new apprentice. In many ways, this haphazard style dominated Stabby’s 

apprenticeship experience.  

For the next few months, Stabby was relegated to cleaning. This mostly involved 

sweeping, mopping, and tidying, as she was not allowed to interact with anything that had 

biohazardous materials in it. The absence of interaction with biohazardous waste is unusual, as it 

is more common for apprentices to learn how to properly sanitize and clean the studio in order to 

properly understand how to deal safely with bloodborne pathogen contamination. She continued 

to both monitor and participate in front counter duties, assisting with customer service and 

booking appointments. Eventually, she was allowed to shadow her mentor on an irregular basis, 
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but she noted that this was sporadic and confusing much of the time. Stabby struggled to learn 

through only shadowing: “I can’t really see what you’re doing. I don’t know what I’m looking 

for. And like, admittedly, it’s a lot of trial and error.” She was taught how to do basic station 

setups and make stencils, which she would complete for both her mentor and another artist at the 

shop, who had just finished their apprenticeship. She found there was very little progression in 

her learning, otherwise, and she spent almost two years at the studio before she began to tattoo. 

As she stated, “So it’s probably almost a year and a half, two years before I really started kind of 

having some indication of what I was meant to be doing.” Even tattooing itself was highly 

nebulous. She found a friend who volunteered to sit for her first ever tattoo, but she wasn’t told 

until an hour before that she would actually tattoo them. She still did not know how to properly 

set up a tattoo machine, and her mentor set the machine up for her on the first tattoo. Then, she 

did not tattoo another person for six months. Following this, she began to tattoo people more 

regularly.  

Stabby did unpaid apprentice tattoos sporadically for around a year, with little oversight 

or education from her mentor. In particular, she noted that very little attention was given to 

instruction on tattooing technique, and she has spent a lot of time later in her career unlearning 

bad techniques and habits that she developed, such as the angle she held her needle or her colour 

packing techniques. Stabby emphasized how difficult it was to unlearn these habits, adding, “It 

took me years to kind of unlearn… I don’t want to say how I was taught colour packing or 

shading, but kind of how I had figured out how to make it work for me. It took me so long to 

unlearn that.” She shared a space with the more junior artist; they shared a setup and 

appointment book, as neither of them had enough regular clientele. As she became more 

confident in her tattooing, she started charging hourly rates—first, $40 an hour, then $60, then 
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$100, and then finally the regular shop rate of $130. Despite the lack of education from her 

mentor, she had ample opportunity to practice on willing clients: “I would schedule in whatever 

friend I could get to allow me to practice on them. And the good news there is, especially in 

[city], if you yell free tattoos, someone will come running. And so, by that extension, I’m the 

only tattoo artist I’ve ever met that hasn’t practiced on themselves.” Overall, she described her 

apprenticeship experience as “nebulous” and wished there was better structure and instruction 

given to her throughout the time there. As she put it, “But something, anything, would have been 

remarkably helpful.”  

Stabby paid for the initial apprenticeship through a monthly stipend of $100, for around 

20 months (around $2000 CAD in total). This covered the cost of supplies, and she was given 

second-hand machines and a second-hand bench when her mentor purchased a new one. As the 

machine was worth around $700, and the bench around $1000, this was appreciated. She was not 

paid for any of the labour she performed in the shop, which she said was quite standard for the 

time. She was taken aback to learn that her mentor no longer charges for apprenticeships and has 

two current fully unpaid apprentices at the studio at the time we did the interview. When she 

began to charge for tattoos, she paid a commission rate of 50% for each tattoo she did, and this 

continued to include regular tattooing supplies outside of machines. She felt deeply frustrated 

with her apprenticeship in many aspects, stating, “The incredible amount of shit that I didn’t 

realize I hadn’t learned was ridiculous.” Stabby stated she didn’t have a clear graduation from 

apprentice to full artist, and she has continued to learn and teach herself better techniques, 

especially after she left the studio and was able to work with different artists.  

Stabby personally found that her queer identity did not majorly affect her experience as 

an apprentice, and in part attributes this to her identity as asexual. Her mentor was not 
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necessarily the most knowledgeable or experienced when it came to queerness, but she was not 

outwardly homophobic or hostile in any way. Stabby states the closest equivalent would be the 

mentality of “I have a Black friend,” meaning her mentor largely used her apprentices’ queerness 

as a validation of her own “leftist” or “feminist” public identity, regardless of her actual quality 

of ally-ship. This element reflected the overall quality of the studio, which often emphasized and 

advertised that the studio was “inclusive” and predominantly female.  

Stabby has quite emphatically stated she has not, and would not, mentor an apprentice 

herself. She states the primary reason is financial. There is little incentive for artists to take on 

apprentices: “As it stands, there’s not a lot of incentive for us to do so.” Most tattoo studios are 

now required, by labour law, to pay their apprentices for their time spent cleaning and doing 

front desk duties. Further, the time spent teaching their apprentice takes away from their 

tattooing, putting them at further financial disadvantage. Last, a small studio like hers does not 

currently have the space to easily host an apprentice. Although Stabby has tattooed for around 

ten years, she feels she is still unqualified in some ways to take on the role of teaching—she 

notes there is a huge disparity between someone who is a good tattoo artist, and someone who is 

good at communicating and teaching tattooing. While Stabby mostly takes on larger pieces and 

has a solid and regular clientele base, she still feels the financial stress of high rent rates and 

inflated cost of living, even though she is making considerably more money than she was five or 

ten years ago.  

Stabby emphasized that there are profound consequences that come from the current lack 

of regulations in the industry, many of which are highly negative. She notes that tattoo supply 

companies, for example, will vet that purchasing clients are studio-based tattoo artists before 

they will sell to them, but private regulation is not a replacement for an actual governing body. 
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She argues, “But that’s an individual company, that’s an individual company decision as opposed 

to a governing body.” She notes that most tattoo artists are still privately sharing and reviewing 

tattoo supplies through a word-of-mouth system. Stabby personally relies on private Facebook 

groups for tattoo artists to keep on top of current trends and news, noting, “it’s probably one of 

the best tools we have right now.” She added that some artists use Reddit, although she does not. 

Similarly, these tattoo groups are self-policed, although occasionally DIY artists or “scratchers” 

will slip under the radar and join. She notes that there are many inks publicly available, often 

shared by these DIY artists, that she has seen contain highly toxic materials such as cadmium. 

She argues that a stronger regulatory body should be put in place, the same way new mandates 

have occurred through REACH in Europe. She stated: 

At present, Europe just had its crackdown on tattoo inks. So we saw a lot of brands kind 
of reformulating their shit to match those standards, which, yay. But beyond that, it was 
mostly that these companies needed you to be able to prove that your inks were safe, that 
that they were sterilized to be safe. And by that extension, the companies had a vested 
interest in making their products as good as they could. 

 
Stabby says that the closest approximation she can think of, for a current system, is the 

APP (Association of Professional Piercers), which holds piercers to a certain standard in order to 

become a member. Although they cannot prevent anyone from piercing, this membership 

identification at least allows customers to choose artists who are vetted through the APP. She 

states that a similar regulatory body does exist for tattooing (the APT), but the standards are 

much less stringent and the current APT is less used by professional tattoo artists. Despite this, 

she feels this is too limited, saying, “We need formalized standards to meet, because right now 

we just kind of have unofficial bodies and groups that are desperately trying to establish some.” 

Stabby emphasizes that there are certain best practices, particularly with regard to bloodborne 

pathogens, that should be standardized within tattooing. She argues the current health board 
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regulations are predominantly geared towards dentist offices and hair salons—as tattoo and 

piercing studios are situated somewhere between the two, health regulations are far more relaxed 

than they should be. In particular, she identifies an overall lack of knowledge and interest on the 

part of the inspectors as a key part of the problem. As she argued, “…inspectors are trained to 

inspect hair salons and dentist offices and we fall somewhere in between there, which leaves a lot 

of, they don’t know what they’re looking for.” In their studios’ own yearly inspections, 

inspectors have done little to verify that they are following proper procedures. She particularly 

emphasized that inspectors should know proper tattoo equipment sanitation and that they should 

be inspecting artists as they set up, declaring, “…they mostly rely on us to tell them what they’re 

looking for, which is worrying.” Stabby argued that if there was a regulatory body of tattoo 

artists, who could standardize best practice procedures, this could have a positive impact on the 

quality of health inspections and the proper education of their health inspectors, stating, “I think 

once we establish what a reasonable set of regulations would be and standard we can set that can 

be met, is when we will be able to train the inspectors effectively to recognize what needs to be 

met, and what it looks like when that’s not being met. Ideally, at a bare minimum, it would be 

cool if they asked us to demonstrate a setup.”  

Stabby mentioned there was a progressive mentorship program that used to run on an 

annual basis, which would host different lectures and discussions for tattoo artists. This was 

moved to an online format for Covid-19 and has not returned yet. She states that while having 

online resources is better than nothing, it does not replace the dialogues that come from an in-

person discussion between artists. She noted that their studio will be undergoing a trauma-

informed tattoo educational session held by a speaker from another local tattoo studio. She states 

that trauma-informed service should be taught in apprenticeship, as handling clients’ trauma is a 
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highly common occurrence when working with different customers. As she explained, “…my 

roomie does retail all day. So we joke a lot about like, oh my God, how much trauma did you 

have dumped on your head today?” She noted that artists are not given any resources on how to 

personally process and come to terms with the trauma they are regularly exposed to through 

conversations with their customers, and that artists are not always equipped to handle such heavy 

topics in the best manner. When asked if she would have benefitted from learning how to handle 

conversations about trauma with clients, she stated, “It would have been helpful. Yes. That’s 

definitely one of those, like, there’s no standard training in terms of working retail.” She 

explained that “…it’s learning and renegotiating your personal and social boundaries as you go. 

And generally, I like to think I compartmentalize pretty well. Whether or not that’s healthy is 

different.” 

Stabby feels that standardization and best practice for apprenticeship would be a highly 

positive influence on the industry. She summarized, “So every apprenticeship is definitely 

different. And every apprenticeship depends very much on who’s teaching you because there’s 

no like formal recognition or standards. There’s no metrics you have to meet; there’s no course to 

follow.” She emphasized a desire for a standardized model of education for apprentices: “I think 

any kind of curriculum would have been helpful. Any kind of breakdown in terms of, here are 

the things you should be learning.” Although she is less familiar with other trades, she notes that 

a structure of basic education on best practices, bloodborne pathogens, and other general 

knowledge would highly benefit apprentices when they begin their practical work in shops. She 

felt this should be the origin for implementing change in the apprenticeship model, arguing, 

“…what we’ve kind of got going on right now is they’ve started on like, no, you should probably 

pay your apprentices. What I think we should be starting from is, here are your guidelines, here 
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is the best practices that you’re meant to meet.” She states that some type of funding for mentors 

who take on these apprentices would be highly beneficial. Although we agree that there are 

further steps to discuss regarding how educational institutions treat students, they do provide 

certain levels of protection for apprentices that are currently absent in the tattoo industry. As an 

additional suggestion, she mentioned, “I think it might be a helpful thing to even put into high 

schools.” She explained that giving highschoolers more education on both how to get tattooed or 

pierced safely, as well as some understanding of what the realities of working as a tattoo artist 

are, would better prepare people to engage with body modifications in a safe way, and better 

evaluate the shops and artists they interact with.  

Participant: M.K. 

M.K. has been interested in tattooing since middle school but was mostly exposed to the 

most popular styles of the early 2000s—realism, and some American traditional. With neither 

style fitting their artistic vision, they hesitated to get into tattooing initially. While in an art-based 

high school program, they did one handpoke tattoo on themselves using a sewing needle with 

thread wrapped around, dipped in India Ink they had purchased from Michael’s, and sanitized 

with baby wipes (please do not use baby wipes in this manner). This sewing needle method was 

commonly shared for stick and poke tattoos, although there are now things like at-home tattoo 

kits available for purchase. Following high school, they ended up being stuck at home without 

work when the Covid pandemic first hit, and this re-incentivized them to consider tattooing 

professionally. Additionally, they had begun to get tattooed by a myriad of different artists and 

were exposed to a broader range of artistic styles in tattooing, including ignorant style. In 

particular, a local self-taught queer artist was a huge source of inspiration for their own tattooing 

journey.  
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After doing a few handpoke tattoos on different parts of their body, M.K. signed up for a 

two-day online class specifically focused on teaching beginners handpoke tattooing, hosted by a 

handpoke tattoo artist. The course was around $250, and covered basics of anatomy, skin depth, 

needle position, information on bloodborne pathogens and sterilization procedures, as well as 

business elements like how to write a consent form, file taxes, and approach business licenses 

and health board requirements. While not comprehensive, this course gave handpoke artists a 

solid grounding in key elements of the tattoo industry; as M.K. states, “It was a really good 

course. Because I know tattoo courses are normally something that people frown upon. This was 

super specific to handpoke and very personal.” They had a Discord-like group for all past 

students, which allowed them to ask questions and continue educating each other, as well as 

create community between different handpoke artists throughout North America. They found this 

element to be particularly meaningful in their learning journey, adding, “And that was really 

cool... the way she fostered that community and giving us other people to be able to kind of refer 

to.” Following this course, M.K. got their bloodborne pathogen certificate, some proper tattoo 

supplies like needles, gloves, and sanitary liquid. They began to tattoo out of their home for 

friends and began marketing using Instagram to build their client base. They did not pursue any 

kind of official avenues, like health inspections or charging tax on tattoos, saying, “So most 

people tattooing from home just don’t.” They followed up, “And because I was only tattooing 

once a month to every couple months out of my home, other than myself, for actual clients and 

stuff. So I just kept it an under the table kind of thing.” As regulations in Ontario are so 

inconsistent, they noted, “I don’t really know exactly who I would get in trouble with.” Despite 

the positives of being able to tattoo as a beginner without the worry of chair rental fees or 

booking enough clients to justify a studio, they found home tattooing to be difficult.  
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Tattooing from home provides some serious challenges. First, it was difficult to draw in 

clientele. Many fewer people wanted to come to someone’s house, be that for safety reasons or 

other concerns, as they stated, “…it’s obviously very hard in a home setting because people just 

don’t trust.” Second, M.K. was concerned about their lack of business license and the potential 

risk of getting reported—although they weren’t sure by who or exactly to who—that could put 

their career in jeopardy. They noted that their online mentor emphasized the use of consent forms 

even in home settings: “She was like, still you make sure you do consent forms and she sent us 

all of the like information that is required to be in a proper consent form for it to be legitimate.” 

Third, there was a safety concern in giving people their home address. They added, “I didn’t put 

my address online, obviously. I didn’t give the address to people until they had booked and paid 

a deposit. Because I obviously didn’t want random people showing up to my home.” Last, there 

were too many hoops to jump through to properly certify their home as a business and tattoo 

studio that would pass health board regulations. They note, “I think that’s another thing that 

having more regulations in the industry could actually help. That if there are proper regulations, 

people could have a better chance of opening home studios.” This was an issue that was echoed 

by S.B. as they underwent the process of renovating their house into a tattoo studio, especially 

how difficult the building codes and health board requirements were to interpret or access. 

Further, these were issues that had been raised during their online handpoking course. They were 

able to talk with artists in the United States who were handpoke DIY artists and they mentioned 

how vast the discrepancies in regulations are: “Every state has different regulations for 

tattooing,” adding, “And I think that it’s easier to get certified as like a home studio in the States 

just because of all those different regulations, because most of the handpoke artists that I met 

from the States through that course, I’m pretty sure work out of their homes. And that’s, to my 
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knowledge, that’s their only job; that’s their living.” As their customer base was slow growing, 

they began to look for other options to continue tattooing. They knew a local queer tattoo studio 

had an opening and asked them about joining the studio. After meeting and chatting with the 

tattooists, they agreed to take on M.K. for a trial period, as one of the artists was going on a 

lengthy vacation.  

As mentioned previously, most tattoo studios are either a chair rental fee, or commission 

based. This tattoo studio instead collectively pays the price of rent and equally purchases shared 

supplies. Artists supply their own chair and personal equipment (needles, machine). M.K. stated, 

“I handle all of my clients myself. I handle my own taxes, my own consent forms.” They added, 

“…we all handle our own stuff. We all get our own supplies.” This collective model means that 

each tattoo artist is walking home with the maximum profit possible. This is especially beneficial 

for artists who are newer to the industry, without a solid clientele base. M.K. states, “We all want 

to be equals, and all have equal say. And I think that’s also really nice.” One artist is 

predominantly responsible for collecting rent and dealing with the landlord, another artist is 

responsible for the business license and health board regulations. Their non-hierarchical model is 

unusual, but it reflects an anti-capitalist, anti-hierarchical model that gives less room for 

abuse. They emphasize this in relation to their experience of queer community more broadly:  

I think that just being a queer shop definitely plays into it being a collective. Because I 
think there’s a lot of understanding of community. I think that this shop fosters a really 
safe environment for a lot of people. Most of the people who come here are LGBTQ and 
that’s because this is a shop that they feel safe in. 
 
M.K. states, quite emphatically, that traditional tattoo apprenticeship held too many 

issues to ever be an appealing or manageable option for them. First and foremost, they state that 

most handpoke artists are self-taught, and they do not know any handpoke artist who currently 

mentors apprentices: “I’ve never seen anyone apprentice in handpoke.” Finding an 
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apprenticeship is already challenging enough, but finding a handpoke artist as a mentor seemed 

an insurmountable task, as they explained, “…getting in a shop setting is so hard especially a) as 

self taught artist, but b) as a handpoke artist…” They maintain that handpoke as a technique is 

more conducive to DIY learning. They argue, “And I think that is because there is a bit less to 

teach, if that makes sense. You’re way less likely to tear the fuck out of someone’s skin with 

handpoke than with machine. It’s super easy to go too light. Whereas with machine, it’s super 

easy to go way too deep.” They shared concern about the ways in which self-taught artists are 

treated, particularly through the term scratcher. As they emphasized, “I don’t even love the term 

scratchers, because scratchers are just self-taught machine artists. And I think there’s also a lot of 

value in being a self-taught machine artist, again, as long as you’re really trying to be safe.” As 

such, there is a significant barrier to entry into studios for artists who come from self-taught, DIY 

backgrounds. Further, they were concerned about ending up in another hierarchical job situation:  

I think that sometimes, especially this industry, a lot of people that are tattoo artists are in 
this because it provides a little more freedom in your life and lifestyle choices. And when 
you still end up with like, a traditional boss, boss-employee situation, I think that that can 
kind of, I don’t know, just kill it… 
 

M.K. heard horror stories about apprentice abuse that made them hesitant to pursue it 

themselves. They note that as a nonbinary queer person, they knew several other nonbinary 

apprentices in predominantly cis White male tattoo shops who were constantly misgendered, and 

this was a barrier to entry for them personally. They note they did not have the financial backing 

to be able to pay for an apprenticeship at the time. They knew several apprentices who paid 

between $1500 to $2000, up front, to begin learning. They added that these apprentices did not 

necessarily even begin to learn tattooing after six months or a year in, and they did not want to be 

relegated to just running coffee and cleaning the studio. M.K. stated: 
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I just don’t love apprenticeships. I think that they can be amazing if you have the right 
mentor. But from what I have heard and seen across the board, a lot of time 
apprenticeships just end up… you end up being a slave, and maybe not learning. When 
you pay to go to school, there are laws and regulations and [it’s] not like that makes it 
perfect. Obviously, things are always shitty. Things happen. But at least there’s like actual 
laws and stuff in place that kind of dictate how schooling is supposed to go. Whereas 
with tattooing, there’s no checklist for an apprentice. 
 

The uncertainty of their learning status and how they would be treated within the tattoo studio 

environment were two major factors, in addition to major financial barriers, that made traditional 

apprenticeship an unappealing path for learning. They strongly felt that clear timelines should be 

laid out for potential apprentices. They had an issue, particularly, with the variable imposition of 

milestones by mentors: “They just think that they can decide when someone’s ready.” M.K. said 

that the upfront cost of materials was another barrier for them: “But a machine costs like 

upwards of $1000 right then and there! You buy the machine and then what? You’re fucking 

running coffee and mopping the floors. Fuck that.”  

Despite this, M.K. absolutely believes that better regulations at a provincial level for 

Canada is fully necessary. They argue that many of their barriers to entering tattooing come from 

the lack of regulation and protection afforded to tattoo apprentices, noting, “I think that there is a 

lot of benefit in apprenticeships and that one-on-one learning opportunity. But that has to be an 

actual opportunity. Because there’s no regulations, that is not a guarantee, and I think that’s really 

shitty.” While most trades, like hair or car mechanics, have schools, official training, and verified 

mentors, tattooing has nothing. M.K. acknowledges that there are still issues with institutional 

learning and room for mistreatment and bad mentorship in other trades, but the institutional 

aspect does afford certain protections towards students. There is a better chance of 

accountability. As they summarized, “To be a mechanic, you go to school, and then you 

apprentice in a shop. And then your mentors have a list of milestones you need to hit before you 
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can proceed to the next level.” This holds mentors to some level of accountability. As they stated, 

“but then also requirements on the end of the mentor and what they have to do for their 

apprentice.” They note that each state in the U.S. has different regulations towards tattooing, and 

that Canada should have the same provincial system. Overall, they wish to see some form of 

provincial advisory board, by tattoo artists and professionals, that can dictate standards for best 

practice of procedures—the same way that estheticians or hair stylists are monitored. They 

emphasized the importance of having milestones and a standardized education model for 

apprentices, explaining:  

You do have to learn how to clean because that’s part of how you learn to keep the shop 
sanitary. But if after like, six months to a year, you’re just cleaning and doing other 
people’s shit, where’s the opportunity for growth? And that’s just been such a common 
experience that I’ve seen, and I did not want to deal with that. 
 

As a result, M.K. would like to see more regulation as a protection for apprentices, stating, “so I 

think that more regulation of that would be really nice because it would give young artists, new 

artists in the industry, a real chance to get where they want to be and learn what they want to 

learn without having to be fucked over…” They emphasized how mentors have weaponized the 

potential risks of taking on an apprentice, like them quitting, or the financial burden of mentoring 

(through loss of clients or supply costs). They argue, “I think as a teacher, you definitely have to 

take on some of that risk.” M.K. further explained that the time spent watching an apprentice 

tattoo, rather than being able to use that time to tattoo and make money, is an element that is 

especially leveraged against apprentices but, further, is an excuse to not teach their apprentices. 

This assertion corresponds with the experience of apprenticeship by many of the other artists 

who were interviewed for this dissertation, who found themselves left mostly to figure out how 

to tattoo by themselves. M.K. explained:  
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Obviously, there’s a huge portion of teaching an apprentice that requires you just sitting 
down with them one-on-one, but also, a lot of teaching is people shadowing you while 
you’re doing your work. So you may lose some time that you have to be one-on-one with 
them. But people acting like it’s impossible to still have clients while they have an 
apprentice is bullshit, because part of your teaching is your apprentice watching you 
tattoo other people and how you interact with them in the studio, and how you keep your 
space clean and whatnot… 
 
Issues with the lack of protection and standardized education for apprentices contributes 

directly to the systemic inequality and marginalization faced by many artists within the industry. 

In addition to toxic shop culture, there are larger challenges in tattoo education in the form of 

colourism that massively affects racialized clientele. M.K. noted that their queer shop 

participates in various forms of community organizing, stating, “I think that there’s a really good 

attempt at like, fostering community here. And we do it really well,” but that there has been a 

recent and relevant discussion about the White centricity of queer spaces, including in tattoo 

spaces. This form of dominant hegemony can often leave racialized queer community members 

unsafe or, at the very least, excluded from queer spaces. They acknowledge their own studio has 

the same challenge and that they want to foster a space that could safely and equitably include 

(queer) racialized artists and clientele, noting, “But that’s something that is our responsibility to 

do.” As they argued, “…it’s more than just like, making the space safe. You have to actually 

reach out to people and try to get them to come and show that you care. Put the effort in.” They 

add, “It’s hard in [city] because there’s really not a whole lot of tattoo artists of colour that I 

know about. Again, there may be people who want to get into the industry through 

apprenticeships but are unable to for so many reasons.” M.K. argues that tattoo apprenticeship is 

the locus of how inaccurate and harmful stereotypes about tattooing melanated skin are 

propagated and cyclically reproduced. They add: 

Because I think that a lot of it stems down to what people are taught. And because a lot of 
the existing tattoo mentors are other White people. So I think that it’s gonna have to come 
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to a point where people who want to be mentors, or who are existing tattooers do need to 
go and get certified themselves at this point, because really, if you don’t have this kind of 
baseline of knowledge, how can you be trusted to teach people the baseline of knowledge 
they need to get into this? 
 

They argue this starts from how tattooists are taught how to draw and approach colour theory. If 

artists only draw and work on white canvases, they replicate systemic models of Whiteness as 

normalcy. They stated, “But as an apprentice, learning how to tattoo [melanated] skin should be a 

requirement.” In addition, artists who are not taught how to work with colour theory in applying 

ink to melanated skin will continue to replicate inaccurate stereotypes that darker skin cannot be 

tattooed with colour, thereby excluding clients from getting the tattoos they want. They argued, 

“Like that’s just fucking pathetic, in my opinion, you’ve never drawn on anything other than 

white paper, because that’s what that tells me… Because if you can’t understand how different 

colors work over top of each other, the fuck?” M.K. notes that there are important tattoo artists 

and studios that are challenging these inaccuracies, adding, “And I think slowly with all these 

things we’re talking about, things are slowly changing. There are people kind of pioneering the 

journey to get to this point.” They state that the labour of education and addressing inaccuracies 

should not fall solely on the most marginalized groups of tattoo artists: “…it shouldn’t just be 

other Black people doing that work. More White people and whatnot just need to be kind of 

trying to make that happen.” Regulation and cohesive teaching methods would be a far stronger 

and more equitable model to teach appropriate tattooing methods for melanated skin. M.K. 

noted, “There’s really not a lot of cohesive information in the industry because of the lack of 

regulation. It kind of seems like people can just say whatever the fuck they want.” They 

acknowledge the current changes that tattooing as an industry is undergoing, stating, “But it’s 

just shitty that it’s at the hands of the marginalized—the already marginalized—people that it’s 

changing, whereas the cis, male, White tattooers are just like, I’m happy, I’m making so much 
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money and doing cool tattoos, even though I’m a piece of shit! And that needs to change, I 

think.”  

M.K. states that solidarity as tattoo artists is key in going forward. They note that 

tattooing originates from a subculture and that most tattoo artists feel Othered in some way, even 

those who are White cis men. As such, they feel tattooing should replicate modes of solidarity. 

They take issue with studios that charge artists high commission percentages and dislike studio 

owners who are not tattooers. They prefer a flat chair rate: “To me, paying rent for your chair is 

the most understandable way because then you’re paying your dues.” They acknowledge that 

high commission percentages mean elements like tipping become more important for artists as a 

form of profit, and this leads to increased pressure for clientele to tip the same as they would in 

industries like restaurants—around a 20% tip. As they explained, “I definitely think that I would 

be looking at the tips a little differently if I was being kind of robbed of my income.” They note 

that high commission percentages also fundamentally change the relationship between artist and 

clientele, leading to a higher chance for rushed tattoos, poor treatment of clients, and artists who 

are predominantly profit-driven in nature, noting, “if you’re on the hook for that type of 

commission you’re really trying to upsell.” Comparatively, M.K. views tipping as completely 

non-compulsory for their clients, as they are already making a livable wage on their hourly 

rate. They argue, “We charge what we think we’re worth. And while tips are great, it’s not the 

same as other industries.” They support other forms of tips: “It’s nice to know that people 

appreciate it, but tips can even be not monetary. I love little gifts.” 

M.K. mentions the importance of client treatment overall. Their model focuses on client 

consent and comfort, which they’ve developed through their own struggles with mental health. 

They are setting up private blinds within their workspace, as the shared tattoo space can be 
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intimidating to clients, especially those getting a tattoo in more intimate locations. As they argue, 

“You should be able to have a closed off space. I think that’s something that shops don’t really 

think about enough. Because a lot of artists will come and see what the other artists are doing 

when they finish a client. But that doesn’t mean the client always wants to be seen by everyone.” 

M.K. acknowledges the accessibility limitations that many studios have, including theirs. They 

note that rent prices play a major role in this. Few studios can afford to rent out ground-floor 

building space, meaning most tattoo studios are inaccessible due to a combination of stairs and a 

lack of elevators. Further, their own studio has space limitations that means the bathroom is 

inaccessible for wheelchair users. They state that this is a major issue within the tattoo industry 

more broadly, and an area for significant improvement. Addressing how tattooing regulations 

should move forward broadly, they stated, “It’s hard for me to say that because, to a degree, it’s 

nice, the lack of regulation, in a sense that it does provide a lot of freedom.” At the same time, 

they felt that more regulations, particularly for apprentices, is important.  

Participant: Didi 

 Didi has always loved tattoos and began getting tattooed immediately after turning 

eighteen. They were a visual artist who did not pursue a post-secondary education after 

completing an arts program in high school and instead worked as a self-taught artist for an 

extensive period of time. Due to their love for tattoos, their partner bought them a rotary pen 

machine as a Christmas gift, which they state was likely a bid for them to save money on tattoos. 

Their partner framed it as learning a new artistic medium. They were able to access other tattoo 

supplies, like green soap, alcohol swabs and sterile needles through a community health 

organization. Didi regularly tattooed themselves for some time before falling in love with 

tattooing and considered pursuing tattooing as a profession. They approached a number of 
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studios for an apprenticeship but were unable to find one that they felt comfortable with. One 

studio demanded a flat up-front payment of $5,000 and stated that they would not tattoo for the 

first three years:  

I got some kind of vastly different responses from different tattoo studios. So one place 
was like, sure you can tattoo here but you’re going to pay us $5,000. You’re not going to 
touch a human for the first three years. You’re just fetching coffees and cleaning toilets. 
And you have to be here nine to five, Monday to Friday and you get paid $0. 
 

A second studio relied on an intensive walk-in model and gave their tattooists no autonomy on 

what they could or couldn’t tattoo, nor how much they could charge. Didi felt the model was 

predatory:  

…they were like, let me tell you how the shop works, and it was like, anyone who walks 
through the door, it doesn’t matter what your style is, it doesn’t matter what you want to 
tattoo, this is how much you’re charging. It just very much felt like a cash grab. It was 
like, you are explaining to me that you’re going to exploit me. And we just met.  
 

Didi struggled with the time commitment for an unpaid apprenticeship as an adult with financial 

responsibilities, stating, “I am an adult woman with a mortgage.” She added, “That list of 

demands I think only works for like, a young person who’s maybe done school, but still living 

with their folks, has no bills to pay; it was a very specific type of person that would be able to 

have that role, you know?” She highlighted that the lack of transparency on timelines, along with 

the lack of a standardized timeline for apprenticeships, was a problem for her: “…some 

apprenticeships are six months long, and some of them are years and years. I don’t know, it 

doesn’t feel like there’s a standard there.” At this point, Didi considered giving up on the idea of 

pursuing the profession, before they happened to meet the members of their current studio. The 

studio, unlike the more traditional shops they had talked to before, was entirely queer and even 

featured a studio member who was self-taught. Didi was offered a space at the shop to continue 

to teach themselves how to tattoo.  
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At first, Didi mainly continued to tattoo themselves alongside close family and friends. 

They acquired their bloodborne pathogen certificate. They shadowed and asked questions of the 

other members of the shop, which was especially important to them in how they treated their 

clients. Once they settled into the shop, Didi offered free tattoos with a supply cost of around 

$40-$50 using Instagram and were surprised with the volume of enthusiastic responses. Once 

they felt comfortable and confident in their tattooing technique and understood qualities such as 

how long a tattoo would take, they transitioned into paid custom work. Despite advertising on 

Instagram, Didi maintains that the majority of their customer base came from word of mouth 

recommendation and return clientele. They mentioned that one of the positive industry changes 

they have seen is a better recognition, mostly for tattoo customers, on how to advocate for 

themselves during the process of getting a tattoo, as well as how to pick artists who feel safe for 

them, saying, “I do think that it’s become more common for people to advocate for themselves.” 

She noted that clients have more access to information about tattoos and artists, adding, “I do 

think that the people are becoming a bit more savvy, in that regard, of figuring out which artists 

are okay, and which ones are not so okay…” Another important industry change she identified 

was the emergence of new techniques and art styles in tattooing, saying, “I think most of the 

things that I like about the tattoo industry changing are, it’s mostly about different styles and 

different artists.” She explained, “And also that it is much more common now for folks to be 

self-taught. And that that is not as stigmatizing as it previously was. I think that the emergence of 

professional handpoke artists is really cool.”  

They emphasized that having a queer space, especially one that centred trauma-informed 

tattooing as a praxis, was hugely important to them as a tattooist. Their studio is almost entirely 

comprised of queer tattoo artists and supports a large amount of queer clientele. They argued: 
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I feel our shop kind of screams queer to some degree. And we take so much pride in that 
and that I feel that queer folks do kind of… I think that we have those ideas of being 
trauma informed and having that enthusiastic consent, and owning our bodily autonomy 
and understanding that people own theirs and all of those things are so big in the 
experience of getting a tattoo. 
 

Didi repeatedly stressed how important client bodily autonomy and enthusiastic consent are to 

them, and they explained that they have built their approach and space to reflect the needs of 

their client base, many of whom are queer, neurodiverse, femme, or otherwise marginalized. For 

them, understanding that tattooing itself is a form of trauma, but also, that a negative experience 

of being tattooed creates a visible and permanent reminder of trauma, underscores their emphasis 

on doing work that aims to centre consent and comfort. Her own negative experiences deeply 

inform her approach as an artist: “I know what it feels to be in a tattoo setting that feels unsafe. 

And I know that I don’t want anybody to feel that way, in our presence.” As she summarized, 

“…we want people to come in here. You’re at your pain appointment, let’s make it cozy.” 

Further, the approach of the shop is a subversion of a “traditional” studio. Didi states traditional 

studios can be sensorily overwhelming, intimidating, or downright hostile to their clientele. She 

stated, “You walk into a shop, and it feels as though it was designed to be intimidating. That 

there’s loud music playing and people are yelling at each other. There’s like, this certain degree 

of “these people hate their jobs,” and you have the best job of all the jobs.” She explained that 

her goal was to make people comfortable to the best of her abilities, adding that she’s seen artists 

“oftentimes negging the design of the client” and “then just sort of being like, now give me all 

your money and get the fuck out.”  

Didi felt that, especially when pursuing an apprenticeship, that many of the studios they 

initially visited were not spaces they felt comfortable in, and that they did not see anyone like 

them at the studios, saying: 
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…when I was trying to figure out if I was going to apply for apprenticeships, places, and 
I was just kind of speaking with people in tattoo shops, there was a certain level of “this 
is not for me.” And a part of that felt… it was sort of a discomfort in not seeing anyone 
like me in these spaces.  
 

In comparison, when they visited queer owned and run studios, they found a community of 

tattooists who embodied the same approach to tattooing that they wished to hold. In particular, 

Didi emphasized that the queer-owned shops they visited were spaces that prioritized a feeling of 

safety and comfort. She explained that creating new spaces in tattooing is highly important for 

her: “But it really did feel when I went to other shops, it was like, this isn’t for me. This isn’t 

where I feel comfortable. So why would I put my future in these cis mans? As queer folks, we 

have community, and we’re able to hear other people’s stories. And it’s like, we tell each other 

things.” She was strongly drawn to learning tattooing through her own artistic style and practice, 

rather than (the oftentimes emphasized approach) of learning traditional tattoo styles first. She 

prefers being tattooed by artists with new and inventive styles, saying, “I want one that style. Let 

me get it from this person, the expert right there, oftentimes a self-taught expert in this particular 

style that they invented.” As a queer tattoo artist, they state that every tattoo they do is queer: 

“And as a queer person, as a tattoo artist, I truly believe every tattoo I make is a queer tattoo. 

Subject matter does not matter. It doesn’t matter if the person that I’m tattooing is queer or not, 

they’ve just received a queer tattoo.” 

Tattooing is an industry that can welcome people who are neurodiverse through allowing 

artists the ability to set their own schedule and work in an autonomous way. Schedules can be 

created to reflect either the structure or flexibility needed for each person. Didi notes that for 

themselves, they appreciate the flexibility in their schedule. Further, especially with their client 

base, they have a space for an open dialogue and negotiation to take place on conditions like how 

chatty the appointment is, or what the conditions of the studio are. As Didi states: “I do think that 
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having the ability to make our own schedules, and also take time if we need time, pretty 

unapologetically, to some degree, just being like, nobody’s my boss. So I can take a bit of a 

mental health leave if I feel I require it, I don’t have to prove that to anyone. [It] feels so lovely.” 

In terms of accessibility, Didi is largely informed by harm reduction and trauma-informed 

tattooing. They noted, “Yeah, but I think harm reduction is huge. So just being able to reduce the 

shame around doing those things yourself as well, I think is important.” She feels that harm 

reduction approaches, such as access to safe tattoos supplies and education on bloodborne 

pathogens for DIY artists, will create safer access than the current modes of gatekeeping are. She 

argued, “But barring [being told not to tattoo or pierce at home], because we know that that’s not 

always going to be the case, people are absolutely going to give themselves piercings and tattoos 

at home.” As she explained, access to safe supplies such as sanitary equipment and sealed needle 

cartridges is the best way to prevent infections and risks that are currently associated with DIY 

tattooing. 

Didi has mentored in some capacity, although they did not take on a specific apprentice 

with the intention to do a traditionally modelled apprenticeship. They note this is in part because 

they did not receive one themselves, stating, “…I am a person who was never going to say I’m 

fully 100% comfortable mentoring. And that’s only because I didn’t have an apprenticeship 

myself. So I think that as artists, as I think that we all kind of do, we have a bit of the impostor 

syndrome.” Instead, they teach newer artists who work within their shop as they ask for help. 

Didi explained that although they are a self-taught artist, having a space and studio where they 

were able to ask questions and watch other tattoo artists work was key in their learning: “having 

that ability to ask those questions has been incredible for me, and now I’m at a point where I’m 

able to do that for other artists as well.” In supporting newer artists, their approach is: “So I’m 
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always going to be like, this is the advice that I would give you, but I don’t know if somebody 

else would give you different advice.” Didi feels strongly that there should be a multiplicity of 

opportunities for people to learn how to tattoo, stating, “I think that there should be like, options 

for people. Some people need a lot of structure. And some people are able to kind of jump right 

in.” They explained that “I think that there’s so many different ways to learn things. I don’t think 

there’s a right or wrong way,” and as a result, their focus is on the comfort level of the person 

learning, adding, “It’s all about comfort levels. If the person tattooing me is really not 

comfortable tattooing me, then I don’t consent.” She felt many apprenticeships are structured in 

authoritative ways that do not uphold her consent-based approach. She emphasized, “And I think 

that sometimes in those apprentice situations, you are being told, you’re being voluntold. 

Whether or not you think you’re ready doesn’t matter, which doesn’t feel comfortable and safe 

either.” As such, Didi does not strongly support highly standardized approaches to learning 

tattooing, as she noted, “I really think that it is so individualistic. So like, one person’s perfect 

apprenticeship is another person’s horrible apprenticeship. I don’t think that it really does make 

sense for there to be a set way that people are taught.” Instead, she suggested a more flexible and 

hybrid approach to teaching: “So I think it would be really great for there to be sort of more 

opportunities for people to apprentice, but also, to have maybe some kind of hybrid sort of 

system, where it’s kind of somewhere between being self taught. And maybe it’s just self taught 

with a mentor.” As she summarized, “I think it is just really important to be an artist, whatever 

that means to anyone.” 

Participant: Ambrose 

 Ambrose was immediately interested in tattooing out of high school. They applied both to 

an arts school and sent their portfolio out to different shops. One artist told them they were 
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willing to accept them as an apprentice, but that they would prefer to see them do the arts degree 

first and to build their drawing capabilities further. Ambrose finished their arts degree and 

worked for around two years in the field, before they decided to apply for apprenticeships again. 

They were accepted as an apprentice at a large franchise-style tattoo studio and told to show up 

for an interview at the northern location. Upon arrival, they realized they were part of a group of 

around eight or nine potential apprentices; all of them were accepted and started immediately. 

Their first task as an apprentice was to copy a hundred barcodes in their own time and return 

them when they were finished. Ambrose finished in about a week, but some of the apprentices 

never finished the task. They posit it was likely a way for the owner to quickly weed out 

apprentices.  

From there, Ambrose spent around three months predominantly drawing and practicing 

lines with the group of other apprentices in the back room. They started first with more barcodes, 

then moved to practicing circles. Overall, the owner was their main mentor, although the lead 

artist was supposed to oversee them through the process. The owner was terse and didn’t offer 

much in the way of explanation or feedback—Ambrose had no idea about when or what they 

were supposed to do, besides the drawing tasks they were given on an irregular basis. 

Apprentices were expected to self-guide their own learning within the shop—they were not 

assigned to specific artists for shadowing or learning how to clean and do setups or breakdowns. 

As they noted, “The days there, we were just sitting around a table in the back just drawing on 

these trace barcodes and circles and then just sketching in our sketchbooks. It was not really 

super structured at all.” Ambrose mentions this free floating of apprentices often irritated the 

other artists at the shop, many of whom were new tattooists as well. From practicing drawing, 

they moved to practicing on fake skin and pig skin where possible. They were shown how to set 
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up a coil machine and were allowed to try out a few different machine types owned by their 

mentor.  

After their practice on fake skin, apprentices were expected to buy their own machine to 

begin tattooing. Ambrose bought a machine, asked if they could tattoo themselves, and began by 

tattooing their own ankle. From there, they brought in friends, family and acquaintances to 

practice tattooing. They posted calls for people on a popular Facebook group devoted to local 

tattoos. After around two further months of tattoo practice, they were told they had graduated to a 

“junior” artist and were moved to the downtown location, where they fielded most of the walk-in 

clients. Although they were told to identify themselves as a junior artist on their social media, 

Ambrose elected to just use “artist” as they didn’t buy the owners concerns about legal issues 

and felt that potential clients could judge the quality of their work regardless of the title used: 

“He told us put junior artist in your bio, but I didn’t do that. He told us put it for legal sakes in 

our bio and I was like, there’s no legality around tattoos.” They quickly joined ranks with the 

other queer tattoo artists at the studio, and a division between the straight and queer artists was 

evident.  

Ambrose felt that they were not majorly affected by their queer identity while 

apprenticing and working at this studio, but the same was not true for all their compatriots. 

Notably, the owner was homophobic, as Ambrose stated, “my boss at [studio], I think he was 

clearly transphobic,” and regularly misgendered one visibly transgender apprentice. He used 

slurs within the workspace on a regular basis. Things came to a head when the trans apprentice 

challenged him for his consistent misgendering, and the apprentice was fired. Ambrose, who was 

their friend, felt they had no ability to speak up for them without putting their own 

apprenticeship at risk: “And as us being friends, I felt I couldn’t stand up for her or even correct 
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him because I would lose my apprenticeship.” Instead, they kept their head down. Ambrose 

noted that the owner had general issues with anyone challenging him, and he was fine with queer 

people working in the studio insofar as they didn’t correct him or call him out. They stated, “...he 

just was really like, I don’t want drama. And drama could be like you just correcting him about 

something, be that like a pronoun. He often threw around slurs and stuff. So I just didn’t feel 

safe, really, disclosing... [personal information].” Ambrose largely weathered this atmosphere by 

not speaking about their personal life or queerness at work, and they did not correct anyone for 

misgendering them.  

Ambrose’s apprenticeship was completely unpaid, and they were required to buy their 

own tattoo machine. When they began work as a junior artist, they earned a 45% commission of 

their hourly rate, which they feel is an unfair rate. They noted that artists had the option to earn 

45% with supplies covered or earn 50% and buy their own supplies—in hindsight, they regret 

not taking the second option. While they appreciated that they had the ability to learn and work 

at their own pace, as well as take the initiative in working on projects, they felt the overall lack 

of structure and communication was a continual issue for them and their fellow apprentices: 

“…the con was that there was no set structure. It was just kind of based on vibes.” They note that 

the apprentices, both during their own apprenticeship and when they worked in the studio as a 

full artist, looked unsure of what to do or where to go, and regularly annoyed the artists working 

as a result. For Ambrose, they felt that their deep interest in tattooing kept them progressing, 

even with these issues: “I think my ADHD actually helped me learn tattooing. The type of 

ADHD I have kept me interested in learning and learning tattooing was a special interest of mine 

at the time when I knew less about it. It’s hard to say, but I don’t think I would have been as 

motivated with a neurotypical brain.” Ambrose notes that transparency about the process, 
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timeline, and stages of learning was an element that they highly value and wish they had access 

to during their own apprenticeship. As they explain, “there has been no structure. No one has 

gotten an outline like you do when you’re starting a program in school.” They feel that a 

transparent structure and explanation of the learning process and requirements would lead to 

fewer apprentices quitting or dropping out early into the process. They added, “I feel like I need 

that. And I feel like a lot of people would benefit from that. Especially people who are very much 

curriculum based.” 

Ambrose has not mentored anyone yet; they still feel their artwork and tattooing is not 

fully developed to the point they feel comfortable to teach someone, although they do hope to 

mentor someone in the future. They note that they would specifically look for someone who, like 

them, has a strong drawing and arts background, as they are not interested in teaching people 

how to draw. Instead, they would focus on teaching someone how to modify their work to make 

it a strong tattoo design. They emphasize that a strong structure and transparency concerning the 

requirements and milestones would be very important in facilitating an apprenticeship. Ambrose 

explained, “I would sit down and like write a whole [schedule]. I would have a timeline; this 

month we’re doing this, maybe this week we’re focusing on colour theory, depending on what 

they want to do. But definitely have it more structured.” They justified this by adding, “I don’t 

want them to come in here and not know what to do. You’re not just gonna sit here and draw all 

day while we’re tattooing because we have no time to look at you. And that’s what they were 

doing with us a lot of time.” Ambrose emphasized that bloodborne pathogen training would be 

mandatory for their apprentice, and that their mentorship style would have a strong emphasis on 

health and safety, as well as guidance on safe machine use. As they said, “There’s just so much to 

know about machines and stuff, you kind of have to have someone that kind of can watch over 
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you. It is considered a microsurgery.” They note they would feel more comfortable having their 

own apprentice if their fellow co-owners had apprentices, saying, “honestly, if I was working in a 

shop like this, I’d say we’d all have one apprentice and we’d all do a little bit teaching together, 

to have kind of a community mindset.” While each artist should have no more than two 

apprentices at a time, having multiple apprentices at a shop who each have different mentors 

could be highly beneficial to them and decrease the chance for hazing and abuse by creating 

more of a sense of comradery between apprentices. Ambrose is strongly against the hazing 

culture of apprentices, adding, “I just don’t know where this kind of mistreatment of apprentices 

came from.” They feel strongly that apprentices should be paid in some way for their labour, 

especially for front counter and cleaning duties. They explain that the current model is a 

significant barrier: “I mean, the cost, because you’re not getting paid. It’s very inaccessible. It’s 

very, like you have to be in a place of privilege.” Ambrose explained that this motivates artists to 

potentially choose opportunities like apprentice farms over a more traditional apprenticeship, 

because the length of time working an unpaid job significantly affects apprentices. They stated, 

“I actually do have a friend who did about two and a half years. And I think he was doing it for 

free. I actually don’t know how he did it. I don’t know, he was doing it for free, and I don’t know 

how he survived. So even five months… if I wasn’t working, I don’t know how I would have 

done that, to be honest.” For Ambrose, the emphasis that some mentors place on the special 

quality of their teaching is overblown and unnecessary, and that artists should not be charging 

apprentices exorbitant amounts to learn. They felt that mentors should be invested and involved 

in their apprentices, and that paying them appropriately is part of this ethos of care. Further, they 

added, “Easier said than done, but nice mentors who actually care, they’re not trying to make 

quick money.” This relates to a broader business structure found in the industry, as they outline 
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on very green tattoo artists who come from apprentice farms: “they leave places like [a franchise 

studio] because they had like, maybe twenty apprentices at a time,” and “they all opened up their 

own studios and then everyone’s like, why is it so saturated? I’m like, because no one wants to 

work for a shitty boss.” They argue that franchise studio structure is often exploitative of their 

artists, which contributes to poor job environment: “And I’m sorry but all these like larger 

studios all have really… like the bosses, they just stopped tattooing. And then they’re just like, I 

can just live off of my artists.” As an owner, Ambrose argues this is easily addressed, saying, 

“but just being a decent boss goes a long way. And especially with such an intimate setting like 

tattooing.” They explained that their approach as an owner is not tied to financially profiting 

from their artists. As they summarized, “we don’t make profit in the studio currently. That’s not 

the goal.” 

In terms of industry changes, Ambrose notes a few main points. First, that there should be 

better standardization of knowledge in terms of how tattooing is taught. There are best practice 

standards that should be taught. In particular, they did not personally learn how to tattoo 

melanated skin whatsoever and had to teach themselves. This, in many ways, is not a big deal to 

learn; the main changes they note is a difference in the amount of skin inflammation and an 

understanding of colour theory. They noted how the absence of education and practice on 

melanated skin reinforces the exclusion of racialized clients. One artist at their old studio 

outright refused to tattoo any melanated skin—and publicly stated so on their social media—

even though they worked with only black ink. Overall, working with melanated skin is a regular 

and overlooked element that could be easily taught to apprentices, further underscored by the 

acceptance of shops to hire and support artists who blatantly discriminate against racialized 

clients.  
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They want to see more specific regulations with regard to health and safety, particularly 

the requirement for bloodborne pathogen training, saying, “It’s optional to have your bloodborne 

pathogens, but we all make sure every artist in here has one. It would be nice to have some sort 

of regulations like that.” They wished to see improvement in specific health inspection 

regulations. Currently, inspectors often have no comprehensive knowledge about studios. 

Ambrose summarized the main issues as, “There’s no specific for tattoo shops. A lot of them 

[health inspectors] don’t even have tattoos. They don’t know how anything works. They’re just 

comparing us to hair salons and stuff.” Inspectors should receive standards and training about the 

safety and requirements of a tattoo studio the same as the other businesses the health board 

covers. They note there should be some parameters on who can be a mentor. Ambrose 

emphasizes that apprentices should be paid for some of their labour. This means that apprentices 

would be considered as employees of the studio, which gives them better protection against 

forms of workplace harassment and discrimination, as well as unfair or unsafe labour.  

Ambrose left their original studio after around a year and a half, as the other queer artists 

were getting ready to leave. They were invited to work at a studio with a colleague from their 

arts education and worked at this queer studio for a number of years. Notably, they were 

considered employees rather than subcontractors for most of the duration of this studio, which is 

a little unusual. This model was unsuccessful, long-term: “everyone used to be an employee; we 

just got rid of that just because it was costing nearly $1,000 per month to have everyone on as an 

employee in taxes for us to cover the studio. Because our studio is incorporated.” They paid a 

40% commission rate, taking home 60%, which they feel is a more appropriate pay structure 

considering the costs of rent as the main driving force for high commission rates. When they 

came to the end of their lease, they decided to become co-owners with their fellow tattoo artists, 
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as the upfront cost between rent, renovations, and supplies was too high for any one of them: 

“Financially, not one person could open this on their own.” Now, they are “all subcontractors, 

except for the front desk person.” They were not particularly motivated or interested in becoming 

an owner, but they agreed to it due to the financial constraints their co-owners were facing. They 

explained, “So I honestly never wanted to be an owner, I still to this day feel uncomfortable 

being a co-owner. Owning a business is weird,” following with the explanation that, “I was like, 

look, if this is gonna bring peace to my workplace, then I will do it. I will pay whatever. So we 

all invested a few thousand each that we have not seen back yet.” They were unable to get a 

ground floor space, despite their best efforts—they pay around $6,000 a month for the current 

space but would have been looking at $10,000 or more for a ground floor. Due to some of their 

artists working at the studio part time, they continued the 60-40 model, but they hope to move to 

a flat chair fee in the future. As they noted, “Now, people are doing booth rentals, which I would 

prefer, just the rent for the space is extremely expensive. So booth rental wouldn’t make sense 

for anyone currently, but the goal is to have booth rental eventually.” They prefer flat rate booth 

rental fees “because then you could just keep everything else once you pay your rent for the 

chair.” They charge HST on all their tattoos. One particular expense is the employment of a front 

counter attendant: “honestly, if it was up to me, I wouldn’t have a desk person because it’s a huge 

expense.” This is a major expense for the studio, but as their co-owners were used to having a 

front counter person rather than booking themselves, this was an expectation for the studio. 

There was a point where they had a few months without a front counter person, and there were 

regular inconsistencies with the till adding up and it became a huge issue when filing taxes, with 

Ambrose noting, “when we didn’t have a desk person at [the last studio], we didn’t have a desk 

person for maybe two or three months. And the cash was always messed up. …When we closed 
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[the last studio], our accountant was like, this is such a headache.” The one exception is their 

guest artists, who are expected to book and take payment completely separately in order to waive 

any responsibility or liability on the studio.  

In terms of industry change, Ambrose notes two big changes over the pandemic. The first 

being the number of tattoo artists increased dramatically. In particular, they note new 

demographics of artists have emerged, “now I see so many queer tattoo studios and it feels like 

they’ve just started popping up.” Second, they note the importance of social media and 

advertising has increased hugely: “Social media has become really important now. I’ve always 

had an Instagram for tattoos, that was always been a thing. But now it’s like, you really got to be 

a personality, because there’s a lot of really good tattooers out there.” In particular, artists who 

have a strong personality and show their face, voice, and identity are received the best. They 

explain: 

And if I was looking for like a micro floral tattoo, there’s hundreds in Toronto, I’m 
probably gonna narrow it down to someone who has their face on social media, or I’m 
just like, that person’s studio in the background looks quite nice. This person also is 
making content where I can see their face, what they’re about, maybe they’re talking a 
bit, I can hear their voice. I don’t know, that just makes me comfortable. I mean, as a 
queer person, I’m seeking out artists that make me feel comfortable rather than just, I see 
this image, I’m gonna go to this artist knowing nothing about them. 
 

This has a trade-off, as it can be difficult to maintain consistent content creation and posts 

besides just a simple photo of a finished tattoo, and they sometimes struggle with being 

perceived by a big audience. They stated, “As I gain more Instagram and TikTok followers, I 

become more uncomfortable with posting my face.” In many ways, tattoo artists are now facing 

an expectation to form parasocial relationships with an audience of potential clients through a 

showcase of not only their artistic skill and tattooing, but also of their personality and ability to 

create dynamic content in the form of videos on TikTok and Instagram reels. For Ambrose, this 
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remains a mixed bag: “Had I not made all those videos that [had] gone viral, I don’t know if I’d 

have all these clients and it’s really helpful. So I hate-love it. I don’t know if I would use the 

word love, but it’s really helpful.” For Ambrose, the labour of digital content creation and client 

communication can be more difficult for them due to their ADHD. They explained: 

Prior to my diagnosis in April, I hadn’t really noticed much struggle with organization as 
a tattoo artist. Since you need to be your own social media manager, deal with emails and 
deposits as well as be the artist, the biggest hurdle would be emotional management. 
I still put off a simple answer in an email for days at a time, sometimes weeks if it’s not 
urgent but overall I have always been an extremely organized and efficient person when 
dealing with work. 
I don’t always have the emotional capacity to deal with emails or social interactions and I 
think that’s more so associated with ADHD burn out. I’m often driven by a motor and 
when the steam runs out, it takes a day or two to reboot. 
 

They explained that this can be a challenge in juggling client bookings alongside the obligations 

of being a studio owner, saying, “I find a large majority of my clients are neurodivergent and 

many have been very understanding if I forget to answer an email or, on a very, very rare 

occasion, I forget an appointment. I really prioritize my clients and their time, and I tend to be 

forgetful when it comes to admin roles or meetings I’m supposed to attend with my colleagues.” 

Despite this, they feel that their experiences with neurodivergence have been an important part of 

facilitating positive client experiences and creating an accessible space in tattooing. 

In our conversation on accessibility, they emphasized the lack of AODA-compliant 

buildings that are available for rent as a major issue: “I wish we were more accessible in terms of 

stairs.” They explained that they could not find a studio space to lease that was not stair-only and 

located above the ground floor. Despite their studio being very wheelchair or disability 

inaccessible, they came up with a workaround. They made an agreement with a fellow studio 

who has a ground floor location that they can book clients with accessibility needs at their studio. 

They have a flexible policy for client-specific requirements—noting one such example as 
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booking someone who needed to bring their service dog on a day when there would not be any 

other clients or artists in the studio. The studio has completely gender neutral bathrooms and 

decorations, including neurodivergent positive signs, that are aimed to create a welcoming and 

safe space for clients. In terms of Ambrose’s specific technique with clients, they focus on strong 

and detailed communication about everything they are doing. They tend to draw in clientele who 

are more nervous or reserved, so they take the extra time to offer all options to their clients, as 

they are concerned that they would not speak up themselves without prompting. They note that 

their studio is considered a safe space for people receiving their first tattoos. They freely offer 

numbing spray to clients who have disclosed a chronic pain condition or are struggling to sit 

through the whole tattoo. This is unusual, as many artists dislike numbing creams or sprays 

because they change the texture of the skin during tattooing and can result in more inflammation 

and worse healing afterwards. Despite this, they are completely open to people buying and using 

their own numbing creams like Doctor Numb prior to getting tattooed, or to use a numbing spray 

after linework to help make colour or shading easier to sit. They note that they offer clients with 

health or chronic pain conditions much shorter tattoo sessions for big pieces as an 

accommodation, saying, “I’m not trying to rush people to finish things in like one session.” 

Ambrose feels that studio accessibility is an area where they can continue to think about and 

improve in. As an overall studio ethos, they explained, “we want our clients to be able to just 

relax here.” 

Participant: Raz 

 Raz has been deeply interested in tattoos for a long time and was first tattooed at sixteen. 

They always wanted to become an artist. They went to university for visual arts and graduated, 

before applying to different tattoo shops to work as a front counter attendant with the hope that 
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she could transition into an apprenticeship. She was hired by a studio who asked her to do an 

unpaid trial shift immediately following her interview. After working at the studio for a few 

months, it became clear the owner was very unstable and had large issues with professional 

boundaries. Raz became close with two of the artists at the studio, and when they told her they 

were leaving, she was invited to leave with them. She followed the one artist to another shop that 

had been recently started by two new artists from predominantly DIY backgrounds. The other 

artist set her up with a part time job in retail, and she spent all her free time at the studio in the 

hopes that they would realize they needed a front counter attendant and hire her. After a very 

busy event day, she was hired on—but for under the minimum wage hourly rate: “They just paid 

me $10 an hour and I worked six days a week.” 

From there, Raz juggled several jobs on top of her time working at their front counter. 

The artist she had followed from the other studio ended up advocating for her to transition into 

an apprenticeship, which was approved—alongside two other apprentices. She was primarily 

mentored by him, as all the other artists at the studio were “green” and had less than two years of 

tattooing experience each. Raz mostly worked front counter and filled in time to shadow artists, 

clean, and practice setups and breakdowns where possible. The shop heavily leaned towards 

flash and walk in tattoos, and the owners had strong aims for the studio to have a recognizable 

brand. They were heavy on promotions and even approached (mainly) attractive women and 

offered them free tattoos in exchange for exposure and advertising, making their business model 

very similar to influencer marketing. She stated, “One of my earliest pieces of advice I was given 

was to make a Tinder purely just to try and rope people into doing first dates with me giving 

them tattoos.” Raz was only allowed to practice tattooing after the studio had closed, which she 
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mostly did on craft foam—she noted this was not very effective. From there, she tattooed herself 

after work one day, which better cemented her understanding of how to work with skin.  

Raz learned through a lot of trial by fire. Her first tattoo was a massive leg tattoo that was 

designed by the owner for a regular at the studio, which he simply didn’t feel like tattooing that 

day. She felt very intimidated to start on such a huge piece and she had to ask the client to come 

back later for shading, as she hadn’t learned how to do it yet. After that, she was cleared to bring 

in clients of her own to tattoo for free, but only when the studio was closed. In combination with 

the multiple other jobs she held, this was a highly intensive and stressful period of life for her, 

exacerbated by the demand for her work on front counter for less than minimum wage and their 

insistence that she only tattoo after hours. She felt that the shadowing process did not adequately 

prepare her to begin tattooing, in part due to their expectation that she would ask questions: 

None of that made sense to me until I was actually tattooing on skin though. Because 
they’d be like, well, you need to know what questions to ask. And I was like, but how do 
I know what questions I need to ask if I have literally no experience, you should just be 
telling me. And they’re like, no, you need to ask. I’m like, that’s nebulous. Sure. But once 
I started tattooing people, I was like, now it makes sense. Now when I’m watching you, 
I’m actually observing something because I can identify that I’ve struggled with, because 
I don’t know what I’m doing. 
 

She felt that her apprenticeship lacked the needed support, stating “I think more supervision 

would have been nice. I feel like just having someone who would kind of be there and be more 

invested.” She noted that while the apprenticeship itself was unpaid, she was responsible for 

paying for almost all of her own supplies, including machine, inks, and most disposables except 

for a few things like bibs, razors, and ink caps.  

As an apprentice, she was allowed to keep all of the cash payments she earned, which did 

help cover some of the supply expenses. She refused to do their model of influencer marketing 

for tattoo clients but was able to find a steady stream of clients between some walk ins and social 
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media advertising. She found that the walk in shop model helped to build her skills in tattooing 

significantly, noting, “I think a lot of new artists benefit from doing things in walk-in shops just 

because you’re getting… you’re doing a lot of things that you wouldn’t otherwise do. And most 

of them are really technically challenging as opposed to being artistically fulfilling. Like, there is 

an art to doing script well, and it is tough. It’s precise. So being able to kind of do a variety of 

things.” Once she was around nine months into her apprenticeship, she approached her mentor 

and asked if she could transition into being a full artist at the shop, and if she could be allowed to 

tattoo during regular hours. This was approved, and she was given a 50/50 commission model—

plus supply expenses. One of the issues, Raz notes, is that they still ordered all their supplies 

through the shop, meaning she was unable to write them off as business expenses in her taxes. 

Her first year of tattooing produced a few other barriers that she had not anticipated. In 

particular, she was not taught how to submit and handle taxes properly, and she suddenly realized 

that she owed a large sum in taxes that she couldn’t easily pay. She notes that both the studio and 

her mentor were not helpful to her at all, and that this was a major area that she wished better 

instruction and guidance had been given. She explained: 

I know it’s not any shops responsibility to provide those things… the idea of having a 
mentor that actually wants to sit down and make sure that you understand all facets of the 
job outside of just obviously the core act of tattooing, but that also includes promoting 
yourself, building up your social media presence, being able to pay your taxes at the end 
of the year, how that even works, how to find someone who can help you to figure out 
how that works, any of those things would be really nice to have. 
 
There were other issues at the studio, mostly interpersonal, that came to a head around 

the time she transitioned into becoming a full artist. The owners, and tattoo artists there in 

general, had very little in the way of professional and personal boundaries—they socialized and 

worked together, and they often asked her to handle a number of personal issues for them when 

she worked on the front counter. Because all of the other tattoo artists and the two other 
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apprentices were cisgender men, she felt like the token queer femme in the shop. She noted that 

her youth and inexperience in putting up professional boundaries was something they completely 

took advantage of. She summarized her experience as such: “So like, there was quite literally no 

personal separation whatsoever. And I probably regret that. I do. But I was also 21 and just 

desperate to be in that industry. So I was like, I’ll do whatever you tell me to do.” There was one 

major inciting incident that soured relations between herself and the owners, which eventually 

culminated in her leaving the shop. After work one night, she went through a traumatic event that 

required medical attention. Despite her not being in a position that should have necessitated it, 

she still contacted the owners at the beginning of her workday to tell them that she would be 

unable to come to work—which they did not take well. When she showed up the following day, 

as they did not offer her time off, she found that the studio’s inbox was full of emails responding 

to a job posting for a front counter attendant. Raz states it was a clear message that she was 

expendable and replaceable. Further, it was deeply hurtful: “By the time I came into work, I 

noticed that they’d already posted my job upon Indeed, so I could see the amount of submissions 

that I’d gotten [on the work email], to show me how replaceable I was. And that kind of behavior 

went on for a while.” She noted that when another artist’s partner had a similar experience, he 

was given time off to look after his partner, yet she wasn’t, despite being the person who had 

experienced the event. This, she noted, seemed related to the difference in how men and women 

(or other marginalized people) were treated in the shop throughout her time there.  

Raz objected to another practice that was specific to their studio, which was the 

promotion of, and expectation to do, free tattoos related to the studio’s branding and advertising. 

She outright refused to do any free tattoos and, in retaliation, she was blacklisted from their 

social media. While she was first posted regularly on their studio’s social media, they refused to 
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post or advertise her work for the rest of her time working for them. This was a huge deal, as she 

had recently quit her other jobs at their request and was suddenly and completely financially 

dependent on tattooing. She noted that one of the owners outright refused to talk to her and 

would instead relay messages to her (and in front of her) to other artists in the shop. She 

explained: 

So my boss and I worked next to each other in stations next to each other. And we didn’t 
speak for nine months, even though we were right next to each other. It was one of those 
like, he would literally ask someone else to ask me, and then I would have to tell that 
person back what to say to him. And you’ll notice this coincides with me not getting 
posted for nine months, right? And it was ultimately… the cause of it was just some 
pretty brutal misogyny. Just queerphobia to the highest degree. 
 

Their studio was expanding rapidly, and they began to hire more new apprentices and artists, 

including more women, many of whom were marginalized—mostly queer and racialized. The 

behaviour of the owners became an increasing issue for her and other artists at the studio. Raz 

notes that the owner would regularly say upsetting and discriminatory statements, including 

slurs, while at work. If someone challenged him, he would often say he was part of whatever 

group he had insulted and, when challenged on that, he would retaliate with “prove that I’m not.” 

Things came to a head when he made an antisemitic comment to a Jewish artist, who was then 

faced with the challenge of how to respond to his discriminatory and unprofessional behaviour. 

The shop held monthly meetings to review each artists’ efficiency, and the owner’s recurrent 

comments, especially the antisemitic one, became the topic of discussion. He refused to engage 

with the discomfort that he had caused his staff and insisted he was the minority in the studio. 

Several artists left as a result. Raz got into a deeply upsetting argument with her mentor about 

her past traumatic event and the owner’s neglect and mistreatment of her, especially by posting a 

job opening. He apologized for and made excuses for the owner’s behaviour, and Raz was 

motivated to leave alongside the other artists as a result. This argument severed their relationship 
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for good, despite their friendship for years previous. As soon as Raz decided to leave, she was 

ignored by the owners of the studio just as her fellow artists were. As she explained, “Before, 

there was a lot of conflict, and then it just kind of ended. But it was also kind of like none of us 

existed anymore.” 

Raz connected with the artists who were leaving and agreed to work under one, who 

wanted to start their own studio. She notes that it was a hugely stressful time, as she bounced 

between working at her old studio and the new one, which they were busily preparing. From 

there, she worked at this predominantly queer studio for a number of years with great success. 

Raz expounded on her experience in a queer studio:  

I did find that in terms of like, starting to get more queer clients it was far comfier, felt a 
lot better. I’ve had a lot of clients that I’ve like, maintained, like, pre to post transition for 
many years, and it’s been so like, such a pleasure to join them on those journeys. And be 
part of that, it’s been really nice. So being able to kind of build that community from like, 
apprenticeship to actually going into tattooing has been really, really lovely. 
 

She notes that they modeled much of their business of the successful elements of her past shop 

but remained predominantly a private studio—rather than walk in—and changed some of the 

elements that the owners had refused to change before, such as showing transparency about what 

happened to the charitable donations from tattoo charity events, as well as the overall respect and 

communication styles between artists. Raz shared that her negative experiences during her 

apprenticeship deeply impacted her approach as an artist, “And I think it’s a result of experiences 

like that. If you don’t want to work for someone like that, the only way you can really avoid it is 

to work for yourself, which is what that shop that I then left them to help start was.” After the 

owner decided to take a break from tattooing, she became a co-owner of her own shop, as the 

other artists wanted to stay together. Raz did not, and doesn’t really, want to be an owner, but she 

did not want to see them separated: 
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But the idea of co-owning… we wanted to stay together; it was important for us to stay 
together. And we learned a lot from the experience of that idea of friendship and business 
being a little too interlinked. It’s good to at least kind of have some business things out on 
the table, it’s important to do that. And to learn fiscal responsibilities and having sit 
downs with financial advisors and stuff that. It’s important. So, we kind of took from 
those not so great experiences, tried to not make those same mistakes going forward. 
 

She notes that it can be difficult to maintain friendships and business relationships, but that 

overall transparency and accountability are a major element to success.  

Raz notes that one of the main challenges to accessibility is their location on a second 

floor, which only has stairs:  

So, in terms of physical accessibility, we’re in a second floor walkup shop. Unfortunately, 
a lot of storefront ground level shops are really expensive in terms of rent. And even then, 
a lot of them aren’t technically fully accessible, because they still include stairs or steps 
or anything, you need to be able to accommodate a ramp or something. 
  

As such, they have an agreement with another shop that is wheelchair accessible, and they will 

book their clients at this location and do their tattoo at this studio as an alternative. She 

explained, “But we have some friends that do have a ground floor shop. So if there was someone 

with physical accessibility [needs], we could coordinate with them to kind of do basically a guest 

spot just to be able to accommodate them.” They note that as their entire studio staff are queer 

and neurodivergent, they have many accessibility features in place that relate to overall client 

consent and communication, which also functions as a form of accessibility. Their booking form 

specifies, “Tattoos are for everyone, all skin tones, body types, genders are welcome.” They have 

specifications for a number of things on their form including pronouns, legal name versus the 

name people use, budget considerations, and options for what kind of appointment their 

customers would prefer. They offer the option of privacy screens, disclosure of extra 

information, such as if their client is travelling from somewhere else, and options for mask use 
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preferences, as well as a general option for the disclosure of any other accessibility needs their 

client may have.  

Raz notes that one of the overall biggest changes to the industry they’ve seen is the 

number of new artists that have joined over the last few years. This has both pros and cons. Raz 

notes that, due to the volume of apprentices that studios take on, this is an opportunity for more 

marginalized artists to break into the industry, even if the education that they receive is poor: “the 

one benefit to taking in so many apprentices is that maybe some of those people are going to be 

marginalized people that did not have an opportunity otherwise, that will be able to actually 

make a difference down the line. And, hopefully, those few are able to put that energy into trying 

to continue that in a better way.” They note that there is a continued mistreatment of apprentices, 

but that the surge in both queer and racialized artists has resulted in many more studios that are 

owned by, and safe for, these same groups. Their hope is that these artists will be able to teach 

the next generations of artists and better models of education will be put in place. They argue 

there is a higher tendency for marginalized people to want to break intergenerational chains of 

mistreatment and trauma, and these artists are the most likely to change the current model of 

apprenticeship and apprentice hazing that occurs. The biggest negative aspect, in their opinion, is 

the education that many of these tattooists are receiving from apprentice farms—particularly 

with regard to client bodily autonomy and the way that tattoo artists are taught to think of and 

treat their clients. They note that their old studio prioritized efficiency over anything else, and 

Raz and the other artists working for the studio were penalized for refusing to do any designs 

proposed, even ones they thought were inappropriate or uncomfortable for them personally. As 

they summarized, “apprentice mills are just not it for creating the kind of interpersonal sort of 

experience. I was like, get out of my chair, because I need the next person and because, if not, 
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I’m going to get written up.” They noted that clients were not treated with a high level of 

autonomy, nor as people making big, meaningful, and permanent decisions about their bodies, 

but rather as a source for quick cash. They explain, “I think that a lot of that is capitalist bullshit 

that has woven its way very deeply into this industry. And like, everybody needs to make money. 

But like, I think there’s a more genuine way to do that.” While doing quick walk in tattoos, 

discounted tattoos, and other small options is a great way for artists to gain technical skills and a 

broad base of clientele, it should not come at the expense of their clients not getting what they 

truly want because they were rushed, or communication was poor. As they argued: 

It’s also a deeply personal industry. An increasingly larger part of doing tattoos for people 
is your interpersonal skills, what it’s like to spend a few hours with you, if that is 
something someone wants to commit to. Especially for large projects, getting a sense for 
what it’s like to work with someone and how to collaborate with them on a piece, how 
safe they make you feel, what their practices are like. There’s so many things that come 
with a lot of care and attention in this industry. 
 

She explained that the approach of studios that run apprentice farms and tattoo hustle culture 

more broadly can take away from the client experience. On the skills needed to be an artist, she 

adds “Like, it’s both that confidence in your artistic skills, and also the ability to actually work 

with people because you are collaborating with them. And it can be really vulnerable experience 

for whoever you’re working with.” 

Further, they note that many areas of tattooing are not taught properly, especially when it 

comes to tattooing melanated skin, and that artists are not taught how to apply colour theory to 

make their designs possible for any skin tone, nor are they given instruction on misnomers in the 

industry, like racialized people (especially people who are Black) cannot have colour tattoos. 

Early in her apprenticeship, Raz had booked a client who was Black, and she asked one of the 

owners if there was anything she should know. She stated, “But when I asked my boss what the 

real difference was in terms of tattooing skin with melanin in it, he responded with laughing, 
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saying that he loved tattooing dark skin when he was an apprentice, because if you fucked up, no 

one would notice. So, that was a big yikes.” Raz’s mentor was a person of colour, and he was the 

one to guide her on the basics. Raz explained that there are only two notable differences in 

tattooing melanated skin: one, that designs should be modifiable to account for different 

midtones and, two, that melanated skin can swell more, although this does not affect the 

tattooing process nor the healing. She expanded: 

I think being able to make it very clear to an apprentice that you’re gonna be working 
with variety of different kinds of skin, all sorts of different kinds of skin, and being able 
to be realistic in telling your client what you’re going to be able to deliver, what the best 
result is going to look like. And being able to deliver that best result is extremely 
important. And being mindful of how you are designing things. 
And also certain designs are not… they’re not gonna work on every placement and also 
everybody’s bodies, different shapes. So what might fit really well on one person is not 
gonna work on someone else. Being able to adapt to that is important, that should be 
imparted on people. You’re working on bodies, not paper. 
 
Raz is unsure if they will mentor anyone in the future, but they note that things need to 

change in terms of apprenticeship more generally. They explained that the role and relationship 

of mentors and apprentices can be deeply meaningful and significant if the care and 

consideration is there. Raz explained, “I had what I think would be considered, by most, a far 

more traditional apprenticeship kind of experience. Prior to tattooing, actually, I had a painting 

mentor. And that was one of the most impactful relationships I have ever had my life. And I think 

that if I were to [mentor], I’d want to bring that to it instead of my tattoo apprenticeship.” They 

note that some better regulation in the industry, particularly bloodborne pathogen certification, 

would be beneficial. They would like to see some kind of certification for tattoo artists to become 

mentors. She stated, “I think there should be something for people who plan on mentoring people 

as well. Something.” Expanding on this, she said, “... because you’re trying to help this person 

start their career, you should be able to actually give some information. And that should be more 
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than, you know, screaming “blow out!” when you blow out on your first tattoo.” She further 

supported her argument for mentors to approach their role with intention and strong 

communication by noting that mentors need “proper ways of actually giving people constructive 

criticism or pointing out faults, which mostly comes from being supervised. You’ll know if you 

did something wrong in the moment, you can be told that that’s what you’re supposed to do.” 

Raz strongly advocated for paid and flexible apprenticeships. She stated:  

I think that there should be some kind of clear amount of compensation for people given 
that you’re expecting them to basically be working for free for a long time. And that’s 
just not sustainable. Or to be able to even have things flexible with existing work 
schedules, people demand so much on the idea of apprentices and give very little in 
return. 
 

Queerness and Tattoo Culture 

 There was a notable sense of Otherness or isolation that queer artists felt when they 

worked within straight and male-dominated shops and tattoo culture during their apprenticeships. 

For Bandit, shop artists often joked about her identity and physical appearance, including the use 

of gay slurs. This is one such example of subordinating speech as a regulatory apparatus within 

the studio. Michael Billig argues that ridicule (through humour) is a mode of social enforcement: 

Everyday codes of behaviour are protected by the practice of embarrassment. If one 
infringes expected codes of interaction, particularly if one does so unwittingly, one might 
expect to be embarrassed. What is embarrassing is typically comic to onlookers. Social 
actors fear this laughter. Accordingly, the prospect of ridicule and embarrassment protects 
the codes of daily behaviour, ensuring much routine conformity with social order. This is 
likely to occur within all cultures. Therefore, ridicule has a universal role in the 
maintenance of order.331 
 

Microaggressive jokes are a form of disciplinary humour, defined by Billig as humour that, 

“mocks those who break social rules, and thus can be seen to aid the maintenance of those rules,” 

as opposed to rebellious humour, which mocks social norms and thereby challenges rules.332 

 
331 Michael Billig, Laughter and Ridicule: Towards a Social Critique of Humour (London: Sage, 2005), 181. 
332 Billig, Laughter and Ridicule, 182. 
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Billig further argues that “power can be directly enforced by disciplinary laughter,” which is 

reinforced by the disciplinary fears of embarrassment.333 As such, the assertion that 

microaggressive jokes are “just jokes” is a dismissal of the important regulatory mechanism of 

humour as a form of social glue and discipline. Humour remains within a social context 

associated with plausible deniability (particularly in causing harm) and is therefore an extremely 

useful tool to uphold and communicate ideas of social normalcy in spaces such as workplaces, 

where other forms of discrimination may be met with disciplinary action.  

Ambrose and Raz both worked in studios where the owner regularly used homophobic 

slurs and misgendered queer artists and apprentices, and both artists have clearly defined the 

experience as both Othering, and furthermore, subordinating. As Ambrose identified, their fear in 

advocating for their friend hinged on their job security as an apprentice. M.K. stated: 

 …a lot of the shops here are dominated by white cis men. And white cis men are also the 
people who tend to have a lot of opinions about tattooing, and what they think is real 
tattooing, and who they think deserves the right to tattooing. So being a queer, nonbinary 
person, who’s also a handpoke artist, that was super scary. I know other nonbinary people 
who have been in shops, and they’re just blatantly getting misgendered all day and that’s 
so uncomfortable. 
 

M.K. elucidates an experience of temporality within tattooing spaces; what Elizabeth Freeman 

defines as “a mode of implantation through which institutional forces come to seem like somatic 

facts.”334 Within a heteronormative society, these forces “are natural to those whom they 

privilege,” and are also the forces that oppress and Other queerness, as well as other 

marginalized peoples.335 Keith, featured in Chapter 3, specifically highlights the ways in which 

queer artists and potential apprentices are subtly discouraged from joining heterosexual-centred 

tattoo shops. As he states, “I think that there is an inherent difference in the environments. I think 

 
333 Billig, Laughter and Ridicule, 193. 
334 Elizabeth Freeman, “Introduction,” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 13, no. 2 (2007): 160. 
335 Freeman, “Introduction,” 160. 
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discrimination.”360 Within the context of tattooing, racialized clients regularly experience 

refusals to tattoo, overworked tattoos, and discriminatory or hostile behaviour during the tattoo 

process. As Sherlyn Assam writes, “Tattooing is one of the few jobs where the pigment of a 

client’s skin actually matters. But the colourism and racial bias ingrained in the industry stops 

many tattoo artists from learning how to work well on clients with dark skin. If you’re not fair 

skinned, it takes more effort to get a tattoo you deserve.”361 

The refusal to design tattoos with suitable pigments and colour to suit a client’s skin tone 

is a choice—one that has deep ties to racism within the industry and systemic White supremacy. 

As Gary S. Foster and Richard L. Hummel state, “From a western bias, the more extreme body 

modification, with roots in non-western traditions, is often cast as radical, as a stigma symbol 

because of historical association with deviant or marginal groups.”362 Historically, racist flash 

sheets (pre-drawn design sheets) often depicting Indigenous and Romani women were common 

practice, especially in American Traditional flash. Tattoos featuring cultural appropriation and 

racist imagery are still all too common, such as Brantford tattooist Mike Anthony’s 2022 flash 

artwork, which was heavily critiqued for fetishizing Indigenous women. While it has since been 

removed, his lack of apology indicates that he, like many artists, still profit from systemic racism 

and White privilege. Further discussions have been raised about the culturally appropriative and 

fetishistic origins of Western “tribal” designs. Much of our extreme body modification, including 

tribals, can be traced to “Fakir Mustafar” (born Roland Loomis), the “ex-advertising executive 

turned self-proclaimed shaman” who took to recreating a variety of Indigenous body 

 
360 Hsin-Yu Chen et al., “Situating Colorism in Intercultural Contexts: The Multifaceted Process of Acculturation in 
Shaping Attitudes towards Skin Color,” International Journal of Intercultural Relations 90 (September 2022): 142–
54, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2022.08.001. 
361 Sherlyn Assam, “Why Is It so Hard for People of Colour to Get Good Tattoos?,” The Walrus, November 24, 
2023, https://thewalrus.ca/people-of-colour-tattoos/. 
362 Gary S. Foster and Richard L. Hummel, “The Commodification of Body Modification: Tattoos and Piercings 
from Counterculture to Campus” (PhD Diss., Eastern Illinois University, 2000), 1. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2022.08.001
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modification practices, many of which are sacred.363 The imperialist gaze and use of racist tropes 

is glaring in Mustafar’s presentation of these body modifications as spiritual, primitive activities, 

plucked from rich cultural contexts to appease White ennui.364 Even seemingly innocuous 

designs such as the mandala have erased cultural origins and have now been reproduced to the 

degree that they are identified solely as decorative.365 Appropriation is an inherent part of 

Western systems of tattooing often taken disingenuously from global Indigenous practices. 

Cultural appropriation is importantly distinguished from cultural exchange, cultural borrowing, 

or cultural diffusion in that it expressly carries the connotation of exploitation between a 

dominant and subordinated culture.366 The debate about cultural appropriation versus cultural 

sharing is an ongoing discussion, and perceptions will continue to change over time—but some 

key practices can still be put in place. Kandace Layne encourages other artists to research 

unfamiliar images and recognize that “some [designs] are so sacred to other cultures that they 

may not want people tattooing certain designs or motifs without permission or initiation.”367 

Furthermore, for clients or artists who wish to engage with culturally specific images, identifying 

the investment one has in this culture can often be a good starting point.368 It is important to 

recognize certain images are not appropriate to either tattoo or receive as a tattoo, and 

disregarding such boundaries perpetuates colonial structures of violence. Ripley stated clear 

boundaries on inappropriate tattoo designs as such: “so hard stop, non-Indigenous people not 

 
363 Kaviani, “The Untold Story behind the Father of Contemporary Body Modification Is One of Racial 
Exploitation.” 
364 Kaviani, “The Untold Story behind the Father of Contemporary Body Modification Is One of Racial 
Exploitation.” 
365 Santibañez, Could This Be Magic? 76. 
366 Guy Almog, “Chinese Characters on Foreign Bodies: Chinese Character Tattoos and Cultural Appropriation,” in 
Tattoo Histories: Transcultural Perspectives on the Narratives, Practices, and Representations of Tattooing 
(Routledge, 2020): 219. 
367 Angelina Ruiz, “The Black Lives Matter Movement Will Change the Future of Tattooing,” Allure, September 8, 
2020, https://www.allure.com/story/black-lives-matter-tattoo-industry. 
368 Santibañez, Could This Be Magic? 77. 
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tattooing Indigenous markings. And non-Indigenous people not receiving them. Nobody except 

Indigenous people, if they so choose, ever giving or getting tattoos of pretty ladies or skulls in 

headdresses or dream catchers.” They explained that this is part of a broader approach to the 

negotiated and communicated process of tattooing designs that originate from artistic contexts 

outside of their artistic and cultural contexts. As they outlined, “…you need to kind of bring the 

design to me and be able to talk to me about like, what it means and trying to make sure that it’s 

always a responsible relationship to who the art is being sourced from and who’s receiving it.” It 

is good practice to thoroughly research your tattoo design regardless—as some tattoos can have 

unintended meanings, one example being the historical White supremacist associations with 

spider webs on the elbows indicating loyalty to the group and, in some cases, proof that they had 

killed a racialized person.369 There is an important and ongoing need for the negotiation and 

research of tattoo designs for both artists and clients alike. 

The origins of many current narratives surrounding how melanated skin can (or cannot) 

be tattooed starts with the apprenticeship, where artists will learn the basics of how to tattoo 

safely. The technique and knowledge of any tattooist is only as good as their teacher. Apprentices 

who learn in predominantly White shops often have few clients with darker skin tones, and do 

not build the skills and colour theory needed.370 Furthermore, the systemic privileges given to 

White (as well as cisgender, straight, and able-bodied) apprentices should also be acknowledged. 

Toronto shops Ink and Water and Tapestry Collective were both identified for their hostile 

treatment of racialized and LGBTQ+ apprentices in early 2020. Considering the highly 

 
369 “Spider Web Tattoo Variations from Racism to Spirituality,” Tattoo Art from the Heart, January 6, 2020, 
https://tattooartfromtheheart.com/spider-web-tattoo-variations-from-racism-to-spirituality/. This image can also be 
associated with prison tattoos—representing time spent in prison. It is important to note that spider webs on other 
parts of the body generally no longer hold such connotations.  
370 Ruiz, “The Black Lives Matter Movement Will Change the Future of Tattooing.”  
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competitive nature of apprenticeships, apprentices facing discriminatory attitudes within tattoo 

shops are put in a position of either giving up their opportunity to learn or accept such treatment. 

As such, a much higher number of tattoo artists who are either queer, racialized, or both, come 

from a DIY background, putting them at significant disadvantage in entering and succeeding 

within the industry. Furthermore, a large element of tattoo culture originates from the prison 

system, such as the fineline black and gray style, but many prison tattooists are rejected from 

apprenticeship opportunities when they attempt to transition these skills into a tattoo career.371 It 

is important to acknowledge the racial disparity seen within US state prisons in conjunction with 

the perceptions towards prison tattooing. As such, there are innumerable ways that White 

supremacy impacts both perceptions of tattooing, as well as the industry itself.372 

 Ink the Diaspora is an example of a Black-owned shop focused on bringing a platform of 

representation for tattoos on darker skin tones. They provide opportunities for tattooists to learn 

anti-racist practices, such as their panel It Cuts Deep: Understanding Colorism As A Weapon In 

Tattooing. As their founder Tann Parker writes, “You were taught that tattooing dark skinned 

people shouldn’t be a thing, that people are too dark to get tattooed. You were taught that and 

that’s clearly wrong.”373 As tattooist Jade Chanel identifies in her post Tips on Tattooing 

Melanated Skin Tones, there are several distinct ways to work with the melanin in the epidermis, 

which sits above the tattoo ink located in the dermis. First, designs may need to be tweaked for 

the client’s skin tone, particularly by choosing pigments that will suit the client’s undertone.374 

Tattoo artist Vegas Ink suggests artists and apprentices apply their designs to a darker canvas, 

 
371 Santibañez, Could This Be Magic? 81-82. 
372 “The Colour of Justice: Racial and Ethnic Disparity in State Prisons,” The Sentencing Project, November 2021, 
https://www.sentencingproject.org/publications/color-of-justice-racial-and-ethnic-disparity-in-state-prisons/. 
373 Ink the Diaspora, “TATTOO CONSULTANT & PANEL MEDIATOR- ‘Tann Parker (They/Them)’” Instagram, 
2021, https://www.instagram.com/p/CKB33wvF0KZ/. 
374 Jade Chanel, “‘Tips on Tattooing Melanated Skin Tones,’” Instagram, accessed February 22, 2021, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CKEzTfrBnup/. 
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which can help to identify undertones, a muted colour of three types (cool, warm, or neutral) 

found in all skin, and understand vibrancy shifts with different skin tones.375 As Jay Baby states, 

“I think of skin tone as a filter. I want to see the colors that will look best with that filter or shade 

of skin. As far as colour goes I always lean towards earth tones (for example: deep rich reds, 

salmons, peaches, pinks, olive greens).”376 Raz emphasized the importance of design flexibility: 

“I think it’s important to make sure that your designs are modifiable to accommodate contrast for 

different skin tones. That is a change that you should be able to make as the artist to make sure 

it’s going to look its absolute best, when you have a different kind of midtone to work with.” 

Second, artists may need to use a contrasting stencil colour, rather than the commonly used 

purple/blue tone, instead using red or green. Chanel suggests that tattooing and photographing in 

natural light is particularly important for darker skin tones, but artists can use a soft box to 

achieve a similar effect and reduce glare on the stencil, which is used as a guide for clean 

linework.377 Artist Jules Desmarais recommended the use of polarized lens glasses to reduce 

glare on the skin, which can improve precision and consistency.378 For clients, colour tests are an 

effective way to see how the artist’s specific inks show on the skin when healed.379 These 

discrete tattoos can be simple dots in a rainbow or a small design (like a constellation) to best 

understand how the client’s skin will react due to undertone as well as ink type when healed. 

Colour test tattoos can be an important marker for anyone with a metal allergy, as some tattoo 

inks can cause allergic reactions (particularly red inks). 

 
375 Vegas Ink, “I’ve Seen Some Artists Online Do Similar Concepts, Applying Their Artwork to a Darker Canvas...,” 
Instagram, accessed February 22, 2021, https://www.instagram.com/p/B4xyzTaFf8C/. 
376 Santibañez, “4 Myths about Tattooing on Dark Skin That Are Completely Untrue.” 
377 Chanel, “‘Tips on Tattooing Melanated Skin Tones.” 
378 Jules Desmarais, “‘These Glasses I Have Custom Built Have Improved My Tattooing...,’” Instagram, December 
21, 2024, https://www.instagram.com/reel/DD2RbRzu9no/. 
379 Cara Williams, “What to Know about Tattoos on Dark Skin,” Medical News Today, October 21, 2021, 
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/tattoos-on-dark-skin. 
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The distinct lack of representation of tattoos on darker skin is a second issue. For most 

tattoo artists, social media sites including Instagram and TikTok remain imperative to their 

advertising strategies, which requires photograph or video documentation of the tattoos. In part, 

the racist history of photography may be an important factor in understanding why fewer tattoos 

on dark skin are published.380 Photographs remained calibrated to white skin until the 1970s, and 

many photographic technologies still have serious limitations. Artists often post finished tattoos 

only of clients who have naturally lighter skin tones. Artists also desaturate and edit their images, 

distorting their original work to better show the tattoo design through higher contrast. While de-

saturating works on white skin is often said to simply hide redness and inflammation, the same 

implications are not true for darker skin. Not only does systemic colourism privilege lighter 

toned individuals, but de-saturated photographs of darker skin may indicate the artist is 

unfamiliar or unprepared to accommodate their client and are therefore hiding their mistakes.381 

Caitlin Thomas, for example, is an artist who edits her photos to make the skin tones lighter; she 

states that it is part of a branding strategy featuring tattoos on a “consistent” skin tone. While she 

argues this is not race exclusion, her practices equate “normal” skin with Whiteness, which 

certainly argues against her position.382 As Tann Parker states, “Colorism is a visual tool of white 

supremacy, where people with white skin are thought of as superior and every skin tone that 

doesn’t match is othered and compared to whiteness, the “original.”383 The consistent lightening 

of skin tone to “show the tattoo better” is a form of ongoing and frequent colourism. Clients 

should be aware that although photo editing is commonplace in the industry, it can severely 

 
380 Sarah Lewis, “The Racial Bias Built into Photography,” The New York Times, April 25, 2019, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/25/lens/sarah-lewis-racial-bias-photography.html. 
381 Nathan Jurgenson, Social Photo: On Photography and Social Media (Verso Books, 2019).  
382 Parth Shah, “For Tattoo Artists, Race Is in the Mix When Ink Meets Skin,” NPR, December 1, 2016, 
https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2016/12/01/503014301/for-tattoo-artists-race-is-in-the-mix-when-ink-
meets-skin. 
383 Santibañez, Could This Be Magic? 73. 
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misrepresent how tattoos will look, especially when healed.384 All tattoos, especially those with 

colour, change over the healing process and as they age, regardless of skin tone. Photo editing 

and misrepresentation can create unrealistic ideals for what a healed tattoo will look like, and this 

is another important reason for artists to take clear and un-edited photographs of both their fresh 

and healed work. Importantly, some artists have acknowledged this practice as harmful and 

stopped photo desaturation. One such example is Ashley Driscoll, who I mentioned back in my 

2021 opinion editorial for Spring Magazine (see Figure 8).385 Driscoll posted an apology to 

Instagram alongside a promise to post full-colour photographs going forward, which she has 

upheld.386 

 

Figure 8: Ashley Driscoll, example of a desaturated image on a client with melanated skin, 
2018.387 

 
384 Abby Moss, “Your Favourite Tattoos on Instagram Are Probably Faked,” I-d, November 15, 2021, https://i-
d.vice.com/en_uk/article/88gab3/instagram-tattoos-fake. 
385 Ana Moyer, “Black & White but White All Over: Colourism in the Tattoo Industry,” Spring Magazine, June 19, 
2021, https://springmag.ca/black-white-but-white-all-over-colourism-in-the-tattoo-industry. 
386 Ashley Driscoll, “PSA 1/3...,” Instagram, 2020, https://www.instagram.com/p/CBgq1RSDl9u/. 
387 Ashley Driscoll, “Yesterday Was a Very Long Day for Me...,” Instagram, 2018, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/Bo7ArYBjqYB/. 
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When preparing to take photographs, artists should be aware that melanated skin has a higher 

number of fibroblasts that make the tattoo site initially puffy, which can also obscure details. Raz 

noted this element as well, stating, “And also, I find skin swells more. That’s pretty much it. 

Doesn’t really do anything about healing. It doesn’t impact anything about doing the tattoo 

either.” They added, “some people swell a lot, regardless of how much melanin they have or 

not.” For photography, if artists give time for the skin to settle (at least ten minutes) and use 

products such as Witch Hazel to reduce inflammation, they can produce a diverse and 

representational portfolio.  

Racialized clients are faced with tattooists lacking the necessary practice to tattoo 

melanated skin, which limits their choice of artists and even tattoo style. Additionally, the 

responsibility for the tattooists’ inability is often instead blamed on the client. A prominent 

example of this is winner of tattoo reality TV show Ink Master Season 2, Steve Tefft, who stated, 

“I don’t want the dark canvases. They take away half your skill sets.”388 While this strong 

aversion to tattooing melanated skin may seem heightened due to the competitive reality TV 

setting, it indicates larger narratives found within the industry about how racialized people are 

being treated. Racial discrimination against gig workers has been demonstrated in a number of 

studies, with a recent literature review stating, “every study we have seen that tests for racial 

discrimination finds evidence of bias.”389 Lauren Levitt further emphasized the lack of 

protections for workers against racial discrimination within gig economy work.390 In addition to 

issues of racial discrimination against gig workers, it is clear there is similar evidence for racial 

 
388 Moss, “Your Favourite Tattoos on Instagram Are Probably Faked.”  
Tefft specializes in black and gray tattooing, perhaps making his statement more troublesome. 
389 Ruth Milkman et al., “Gender, Class, and the Gig Economy: The Case of Platform-Based Food Delivery,” 
Critical Sociology 47, no. 3 (August 30, 2020): 359. 
390 Levitt, “Sex Work/Gig Work,” 63. 
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bias and discrimination among tattoo artists towards their clients. Statements such as Tefft’s 

place blame on the client for their skin tone, rather than admitting their negligence: that they lack 

the knowledge and practice in tattooing.391 This issue was raised by participant Ambrose, who 

personally knew someone in their local scene who replicated these same forms of discrimination. 

As they stated, “one of the artists I apprenticed with, she left at this point, but she was one of 

those people on Instagram, who was just like, “I do not tattoo Black skin, do not DM me about 

it.” (AM: So did she say why?) She said, “my style doesn’t work with it.” She does black 

work.”392 Narratives around tattoo healing on racialized clients obfuscates the root of the issue, 

which is racism and blatant discrimination. Tamara Santibañez says, “Artists are also responsible 

for the ways that they talk to their clients about their skin tone and what will work best for their 

tattoo design. Many clients of colour have the experience of feeling condescended to or talked 

out of what they asked for, and of being made to feel that their skin tone is inferior or ‘difficult’ 

to work with.”393 Raz challenged this notion, arguing: 

And then in terms of any racialized clients, there’s a lot of people that messaged talking 
about how they’ve been told by other people that their skin won’t work for certain 
colours or anything. I think that’s just people telling on themselves for being bad artists. 
But having to navigate those situations and kind of ensure people that what they want is 
possible, modifications can always be made to suit any body, any skin tone, any skin 
type. 
 

On top of this hostility, individuals with darker skin are inundated with misinformation about 

tattoo healing, which I argue is weaponized as an excuse to continue forms of exclusion and 

discrimination by many artists. 

Medical Misinformation: Keloids and Hypertrophic Scars 

 
391 Morrow, “It Cuts Deep.” 
392 “Black work” tattoos are a catch-all description for tattoos that exclusively use black ink. It often refers to large 
designs that cover a significant portion of the skin or tattoos that have fills of black ink (“solid black work”). There 
are many tattoo styles that fall under the black work category. 
393 Santibañez, Could This Be Magic? 73. 
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One of the most common statements made concerning the healing of tattoos on anyone 

with melanated skin is there is a greater chance of the formation of a keloid: a genetically pre-

disposed overgrowth of scar tissue caused by an excess of protein, or collagen, in the skin during 

healing.394 There are several elements to consider regarding this statement. First, keloids and 

hypertrophic scars have strong similarities, since both are a result of an excess of collagen that 

creates a raised, discoloured scar.395 As a consequence, they can receive conflating diagnoses. 

Clinically, there are a few main distinctions between the two: keloids extend beyond the wound 

area and continue to grow over time whereas hypertrophic scars remain within the wound site; 

the two have different collagen structures; and, most importantly, hypertrophic scars occur 

shortly after injury, while keloids form over an average of 30.4 months after initial injury.396 

There does appear to be some minor connection between keloids and an aberration of 

melanocyte stimulating hormone metabolism, but there is little conclusive evidence that indicates 

melanocytes play an active role in the formation of keloids, unlike that of fibroblasts.397 In 

normal wound healing, fibroblasts synthesize the production of new collagen in a particular 

phase of the healing process; but in keloid scars, they continue to produce collagen, creating 

raised lesions.  

Tina Alster and Elizabeth Tanzi cite in their etiology of hypertrophic scars and keloids 

that “Keloids are more common among patients with darker skin phototypes with an incidence of 

 
394 Aran, Isha. “Why Do Some Tattoo Artists Balk at Dark Skin?” Splinter, November 20, 2015. 
https://splinternews.com/why-do-some-tattoo-artists-balk-at-dark-skin-1793853050; W. Bradford Rockwell, I. 
Kelman Cohen, and H. Paul Ehrlich, “Keloids and Hypertrophic Scars,” Plastic and Reconstructive Surgery 84, no. 
5 (November 1989): 827–37, https://doi.org/10.1097/00006534-198911000-00021. 
395 “Hypertrophic Scar: What Is It, Causes, Treatment,” Cleveland Clinic,  2021, 
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/21466-hypertrophic-
scar#:~:text=A%20hypertrophic%20scar%20is%20a%20thick%20raised%20scar.,of%20your%20skin%20heals%2
0nicely. 
396 Tina S. Alster and Elizabeth L. Tanzi, “Hypertrophic Scars and Keloids,” American Journal of Clinical 
Dermatology 4, no. 4 (2003): 236. 
397 Rockwell, Cohen, and Ehrlich, “Keloids and Hypertrophic Scars,” 141. 
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4.5–16% in the Black and Hispanic populations.”398 It is important to note their citation comes 

from an 1896 pathological paper by Rudolph Matas, who used his photographic collection of 

skin conditions in Black patients as evidence of “a racial peculiarity,” and who argued 

hypertrophic skin conditions are unique to Black patients—a statement that is completely 

false.399 The lack of organization of the photographs themselves, combined with the longstanding 

systemic racial biases found within medicine, indicates that sources such as Matas’ work are 

more alike to “a circus sideshow” than evidentiary scientific knowledge.400 Similarly, a 1965 

study on only 175 cases indicated a higher precedence of keloids among Chinese patients, but the 

sample size is severely limited such that only correlative evidence can be confirmed.401 As these 

are the predominant studies cited for a higher precedence of keloids among particular ethnic or 

racial groups, there is very little conclusive evidence to support these claims within these specific 

studies. A more recent 2024 retrospective cohort study on demographics and keloids within the 

United States showed limited evidence of a higher precedence for keloids among patients who 

were “non-Hispanic Black, Hispanic, and Asian descent.”402 The study identified 5,457 patients 

with keloids and matched them by age and gender to 5,457 non-keloid patients to compare 

demographic characteristics. It is important to note that this study positively identified keloids 

within White patients, which directly negates the assertions made by Matas. In this demographic 

comparison, the study identified that patients with keloids were more likely to be women, had “a 

substantially higher likelihood of the majority of comorbid conditions assessed” including 

 
398 Alster and Tanzi, “Hypertrophic Scars and Keloids,” 236. 
399 Don K. Nakayama, “Surgical Peculiarities of the American Negro by Rudolph Matas (1896),” The American 
Surgeon 87, no. 1 (November 19, 2020): 5-7. 
400 Nakayama, “Surgical Peculiarities of the American Negro by Rudolph Matas (1896).” 
401 Alhad and Sivanantharajah, “Keloids in Various Races: A Review of 175 Cases,” 564–66. 
402 Abisola Olopoenia et al., “Demographics, Clinical Characteristics, and Treatment Patterns among Keloid 
Patients: United States Electronic Health Records (EHR) Database Study,” International Journal of Dermatology 63 
(February 27, 2024): e163-e170, https://doi.org/10.1111/ijd.17099. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/ijd.17099


   
 

   
 

268 

 

obesity, hypertension, hyperlipidema, diabetes, acne, asthma, allergic rhinitis, chronic kidney 

disease, coronary artery disease, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, liver disease, atopic 

dermatitis, anxiety, depression, and pain, as well as “had a significantly higher mean number of 

healthcare provider (HCP) visits,” prior surgeries, and hospitalizations.403 Angela Saini argues 

that the conflation of race with other factors such as geography, class, access to healthcare, and 

the impacts of racism itself in medical research is an ongoing issue.404 As she explains: 

And that goes for many illnesses or diseases that we think about as being racialized. 
Black Americans are more likely to die of almost everything than white Americans. The 
life expectancy of a black American is lower than a white American. It is perverse to 
assume that this must be genetic. Are black Americans so genetically disadvantaged that 
even infant mortality would be higher in black Americans? It just doesn’t make any 
sense. In the U.K., where I live, we see this life expectancy gap between the rich and the 
poor. It is exactly the same in America, but in America, it is treated as racial because 
socioeconomic circumstances run along racial lines.405 
 

There is clear evidence that the incidence of keloids, from a demographic perspective, are highly 

related to a complex history of health conditions, with the authors particularly noting the 

correlation between keloids and acne.406 Although this study conclusively demonstrates higher 

incidents of keloids in certain racialized demographics, it more importantly indicates that the 

causal factors of keloids are complicatedly comorbid with a variety of other health and life 

factors. Further, it fails to demonstrate any correlations between socioeconomic class or the 

availability and access to healthcare by patients, both of which are significant factors to consider 

in discussing the causal factors of keloiding, as well as many of the other comorbid health 

diagnoses listed. As such, I would suggest that tattoo artists should ask their clients for any 

 
403 Olopoenia et al., “Demographics, Clinical Characteristics, and Treatment Patterns among Keloid Patients,” e166-
e167. 
404 Jess Kung, Gene Demby, and Shereen Marisol Meraji, “Is ‘Race Science’ Making a Comeback?,” NPR, July 10, 
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405 Kung, Demby, and Meraji, “Is ‘Race Science’ Making a Comeback?” 
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medical history of keloids and consider accordingly, but there is no demonstrated medical 

evidence to turn away clients for risk of keloids over their racial or ethnic identity. 

Additionally, there are other issues in the conflation of keloids and hypertrophic scars, 

which may contribute to the assertion that melanated skin is more likely to keloid due to 

tattooing. Although melanocytes are thought to be involved in the development of keloid scars, 

there is no such evidence for hypertrophic scarring.407 Considering the limitations in the 

understanding of how and why hypertrophic scarring or keloids develop, there is a significant 

opportunity for tattoo artists to spread misinformation. It is important to note that, for piercings, 

there is a highly common conflation between irritation bumps and keloids by customers and 

piercers alike.408 Considering how common it is for piercings with irritation bumps to be 

misidentified as keloids, the same is even more likely for a raised scar at the site of a tattoo. 

Since keloids take an average of 30 months to form after injury and are the only type of collagen 

scarring to be associated with melanocytes, it is more than likely that tattoo artists are 

misinterpreting the formation of hypertrophic scarring as keloid scarring, particularly as the 

diagnosis parameters between the two are contested.409  

So why does the idea that Black skin is more likely to keloid continue to persist within 

tattoo circles? Tattoo artist Debbi Snax states that there is an ongoing misconception that dark 

skin needs to be tattooed at either a higher voltage or a deeper application, which can cause 

 
407 Alster and Tanzi, “Hypertrophic Scars and Keloids,” 237. 
408 An irritation bump is a common occurrence on both fresh and healed piercings that can be caused by poor fitting 
jewelry, poor sanitation, poor quality jewelry, improper piercing techniques, and jostling or bumping of the piercing 
(such as sleeping on it or catching it on clothing). Irritation bumps generally heal and disappear with proper 
aftercare, body-safe jewelry, or removal of the jewelry. Comparatively, a keloid would continue to grow even with 
these proper conditions.  
409 Rei Ogawa, “Keloid and Hypertrophic Scars Are the Result of Chronic Inflammation in the Reticular Dermis,” 
International Journal of Molecular Sciences 18, no. 3 (March 10, 2017): 606, https://doi.org/10.3390/ijms18030606. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijms18030606
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damage to the skin.410 An “overworking” of a tattoo often occurs when an artist tattoos over the 

same area several times, especially with the tattoo needle reaching past the dermis layer of the 

skin, which can cause scarring, larger scab formation, and loss of pigment in the healing process. 

It is important to note there is evidence that Black skin has “more numerous, larger, and more 

nucleated fibroblasts” that can contribute to abnormal scarring.411 Both unnecessary tattooing 

into the hypodermis or an artist overworking the skin by tattooing the same area multiple times 

would be more likely to cause a hypertrophic scar, and this would replicate current conceptions 

of higher incidence of hypertrophic scarring in Black clients, which is then misidentified as 

keloid scarring by tattoo professionals. Doreen Garner states:  

Going deeper without cause, repeatedly, and in the same area can cause unnecessary 
trauma to your client both physically and emotionally. This type of myth in tattooing uses 
the same mechanisms as scientific racism in the medical industry. There is no pathology 
associated with Blackness and the characteristics of the Black body that would call for 
needles to breach the normal threshold of where a tattoo should exist within the layers of 
skin.412 
 

While there do appear to be minor differences between biophysical properties of the skin within 

different ethnicities, none would affect the application or healing of tattoo that would require a 

tattooing method of either overworking the skin or tattooing deeper.413 Further, the industry’s 

hostility towards tattooing darker skin would corroborate with (potentially even deliberate) poor 

techniques in tattooing, leading to a higher precedence of hypertrophic scars forming. Rather, the 

social perceptions and hierarchization of skin colour by Whiteness in the tattoo industry replicate 

 
410 Tamara Santibañez, “4 Myths about Tattooing on Dark Skin That Are Completely Untrue,” Bustle, November 5, 
2019, https://www.bustle.com/p/4-myths-about-tattooing-on-dark-skin-that-are-completely-untrue-19188832.  
411 Neelam A. Vashi, Mayra Buainain de Castro Maymone, and Roopal V. Kundu, “Aging Differences in Ethnic 
Skin,” The Journal of Clinical and Aesthetic Dermatology 9, no. 1 (2016): 31–38.  
There does not appear to be any studies on the incidence or differences between fibroblasts in ethnicities other than 
Black and Caucasian, but a difference in fibroblasts could be a contributing factor in keloid production that would 
align with evidence concerning higher melanin concentration and higher incidence of keloids. 
412 Vashi et al, “Aging Differences in Ethnic Skin.” 
413 A. V. Rawlings, “Ethnic Skin Types: Are There Differences in Skin Structure and Function?,” International 
Journal of Cosmetic Science 28, no. 2 (April 2006): 79–93, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-2494.2006.00302.x. 

https://www.bustle.com/p/4-myths-about-tattooing-on-dark-skin-that-are-completely-untrue-19188832
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-2494.2006.00302.x
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a higher incidence of “keloids” (hypertrophic scars) in racialized clients and continue the circle 

of misinformation. This is an example of Jeremy Bentham’s concept of “divine414 fiction.” Nomi 

Maya Stolzenberg summarized Bentham’s theory of fictions as, “fictions create facts, which are 

fictions, as these terms are properly understood.”415 Herein, the fictions of the likelihood of 

keloids in Black and racialized clients are replicated through both deliberately racist techniques, 

like overworking and tattooing deeper, as well as lack of experience and education, created by 

the refusal to teach on the part of mentors and the reluctance for many artists to tattoo darker 

skinned clients. These fictions are reinforced and reified through tattooing that causes abnormal 

or hypertrophic scarring, thereby actualizing the fiction of keloiding. Furthermore, these fictions 

contribute to a larger discursive racial prejudice against clients and are actively weaponized in 

conversations surrounding broader issues of racial discrimination and racist behaviour in the 

tattooing industry by obfuscating deeper issues and patterns of discriminatory behaviour. 

Western tattooing stems from Whiteness, which has negatively impacted the perceptions 

on how melanated skin can be tattooed. The negligence of artists in their education of 

apprentices, in teaching the necessary techniques and colour theory to successfully tattoo 

racialized clients, continues to uphold inaccurate perceptions underpinned by White supremacy. 

Furthermore, racialized, queer, and disabled individuals continue to be discriminated against 

both when applying for and during their apprenticeships, creating further barriers to change. By 

treating the skin gently during the tattoo process, understanding how undertone affects ink 

colour, and posting authentic, accurate photographs of tattoos on melanated skin, artists can work 

to change the industry. This is by no means a comprehensive coverage of the subtleties of 

 
414 Divine, in this context, is associated with the philosophical and legal theory of natural law, which posits certain 
laws are inherent to human nature, are universal in moral principal, and discoverable through reason. 
415 Nomi Maya Stolzenberg, “Bentham’s Theory of Fictions—a ‘Curious Double Language,’” Law and Literature 
11, no. 2 (December 1, 1999): 223. 
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colourism in the industry, but a call for artists and apprentices to examine their attitudes towards 

tattooing darker skin tones and an opportunity for them to begin to learn how to accommodate 

skin tones and actively learn anti-racist practices in their tattooing. Furthermore, this is an 

opportunity for all clients to hold artists accountable to such practices and choose artists that 

uphold anti-racist behaviour.  

Indigenous Tattoo Revival 

Indigenous cultural tattooing has been systematically targeted through the process of 

settler colonialism, with many practices being both vilified and banned. As Pauline Alvarez 

explained: 

Indigenous tattoos are informed by and carry Indigenous epistemologies, ontologies, and 
cosmologies that connect us to land and community. In this way, tattoos are 
representative of and constitute Indigenous polities and knowledge. Thus, they are a 
threat, which endanger settler claims to land. Our indelible markings pose a threat to the 
success of settler colonialism. Therefore, settler colonialism deliberately attempts to 
literally and metaphorically unmark Indigenous skin.416 
 

Despite this attempted suppression, there has been an important movement to revitalize and 

develop Indigenous cultural tattooing practices, which Alvarez calls (re)inscription, a term 

“...meant to move beyond centring pre-colonial Indigenous tattooing practices and deeply 

considers the continuity and adaptability of tattooing traditions.”417 In modern contexts, 

Indigenous cultural tattooing is an act of resistance, an assertion of Indigenous presence, and a 

“...visual method of intergenerationally transferring Indigenous epistemologies, ontologies, and 

cosmologies.”418 Tattooing can be one such method of healing through the use of Indigenous 

traditional knowledge. As a study on rangatahi Maori (youth) and mental health stated, “The use 

 
416 Pauline Alvarez, “Indigenous (Re)Inscription: Transmission of Cultural Knowledge(s) through Tattoos as 
Resistance,” in Tattoo Histories: Transcultural Perspectives on the Narratives, Practices, and Representations of 
Tattooing (Routledge, 2019), 158. 
417 Alvarez, “Indigenous (Re)Inscription,” 158. 
418 Alvarez, “Indigenous (Re)Inscription,” 158, 163, 172. 
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of traditional knowledge in healing with tangata whaiora (mental health clients) is not new; 

practitioners throughout Aotearoa have been using traditional knowledge in healing for tangata 

whaiora for many years.”419 One important element identified by rangatahi in overcoming their 

difficulties was their “culture and identity as Maori,” which was strongly supported by the 

reception of tā moko (traditional Maori tattoo), that served “as a reminder of who they were and 

where they came from; their whakapapa.”420 Mel Lefebvre in conversation with Dion Kaszas on 

the Transformative Marks podcast explained, “...it’s medicine and literally you’re putting 

markings on someone’s body to heal them, to bring them into another state of being.”421 They 

expand on the importance of tattooing within broader contexts of Indigenous cultural reclamation 

and the land back movement: 

And so for me, I also see in my own messaging, my own thinking, the way that I was 
talking about it maybe took a wrong turn, because I didn’t include the fact that it’s not 
only tattoo medicine, but it’s also land back and those things can’t be divorced, and 
especially when you are doing that in Turtle Island, in the mire and the mud and the muck 
of a colonial project which is ongoing.422 
 
Indigenous cultural tattooing in Ontario is regulated through the same standards as other 

forms of commercial tattooing, which is predominantly Health Board approval for studio spaces. 

Many Indigenous artists do not work in commercial studios and, thus, can struggle with the 

regulatory apparatuses in place that do not hold space for cultural tattooing practices. Better 

regulation practices can be identified, such as the Auckland (Aotearoa) Health and Hygiene 

Bylaw, which exempts “Traditional and non-commercial tā moko carried out on or under the 

 
419 Tahlia Kingi, Lynne Russell, and Witi Ashby, “Ma Te Matau, Ka Ora: The Use of Traditional Indigenous 
Knowledge to Support Contemporary Rangatahi Maori Who Self-Injure,” New Zealand Journal of Psychology 46, 
no. 3 (November 1, 2017): 137. 
420 Kingi, Russell, and Ashby, “Ma Te Matau, Ka Ora.” 
421 Mel Lefebvre, “Reclaiming Heritage and Identity: The Healing Power of Indigenous Tattooing with Mel 
Lefebvre,” interview by Dion Kaszas, January 21, 2025, https://www.buzzsprout.com/2279446/episodes/16472074-
reclaiming-heritage-and-identity-the-healing-power-of-indigenous-tattooing-with-mel-lefebvre. 
422 Lefebvre, “Reclaiming Heritage and Identity.” 

https://www.buzzsprout.com/2279446/episodes/16472074-reclaiming-heritage-and-identity-the-healing-power-of-indigenous-tattooing-with-mel-lefebvre
https://www.buzzsprout.com/2279446/episodes/16472074-reclaiming-heritage-and-identity-the-healing-power-of-indigenous-tattooing-with-mel-lefebvre
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authority of a marae in the Auckland region under tikanga Māori” from “licence and code of 

practice requirements.”423 This form of regulatory exemption would provide better protection for 

Indigenous cultural tattooists. 

Participant: Ripley 

Ripley’s life and creative practices as an artist always included tattooing. They first began 

to handpoke themselves at period of large change in their life using a sewing needle and India 

ink. As they stated, “I started giving myself some handpokes as a kind of combination of 

catharsis and bodily autonomy and learning.” After another move and career change, they were 

given supplies for handpoking by a friend of theirs and endeavored to learn handpoking more 

seriously, using various self-teaching methods, online guides for handpoke, and resources on 

sanitation. Once they became more comfortable, they began tattooing friends. As they outline:  

And after that kind of point when I felt fairly knowledgeable about the health and safety 
components and confident in the marks I was making, I started tattooing friends in a very 
like, I think classic queer community, subversive handpoke sort of way. So it was always 
like, people who were close to me who would approach me and ask and usually I would 
just charge a little base fee to cover my materials because it was more about creating safe 
access than trying to build like, a career. 
 

They emphasized that their approach to creating access for tattoos was highly important to them, 

even occasionally at their own financial precarity. They continued their learning in handpoke 

through peer-to-peer conversation with other handpokers, as well as by getting tattooed 

themselves and asking questions in the process. As they became more immersed in Indigenous 

tattoo revival and cultural tattooing, they became interested in a mentorship offered by an 

Indigenous tattoo school. The school informed them that due to their own knowledge on 

handpoking, there was limited mentoring abilities for them, but they offered to mentor Ripley on 

 
423 “Health and Hygiene Bylaw 2013,” Auckland Council, 2019, https://www.aucklandcouncil.govt.nz/plans-
projects-policies-reports-bylaws/bylaws/Pages/health-and-hygiene-bylaw.aspx. 

https://www.aucklandcouncil.govt.nz/plans-projects-policies-reports-bylaws/bylaws/Pages/health-and-hygiene-bylaw.aspx
https://www.aucklandcouncil.govt.nz/plans-projects-policies-reports-bylaws/bylaws/Pages/health-and-hygiene-bylaw.aspx
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how to do skin stitching. Ripley summarized, “As I continued to develop my tattoo practice, it 

became more focused on offering tattoos to other Indigenous people and the revival of cultural 

tattooing practices. And through that, I wound up with like, more kind of direct mentorship.” 

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, they were initially mentored on their first skin stitch tattoos over 

Zoom before they had the opportunity to meet with their mentor and skin stitch another person 

with oversight, as they noted:  

And then it wasn’t until a couple of years later that [they] got to be there while I did skin 
stitch on someone else and give me permission, which, particularly in this Indigenous 
cultural context is, you know, very important, permission to practice skin stitch tattooing 
on other people. And that was when I was really like, nervous because no one had ever 
really, like, had that kind of say over what I was doing before. And I have a lot of respect 
for that.  
 

They highlighted both the positive and negative emotions associated with encountering 

mentorship for the first time as a self-taught tattooist, stating, “And that’s been really cool and 

special, too, and meaningful to be able to offer [to] people and terrifying as someone who was 

very self-taught to have somebody else guiding me, and then also getting to judge my work, 

because I was like, I’ve never had to get someone else’s approval for how I tattoo before.” 

Overall, they emphasized that this opportunity for mentorship was highly “positive and 

wonderful.”  

 Ripley felt they began to solidify as an artist during an arts residency, where they met a 

cohort of Indigenous and queer folks who wanted tattoos from them. They began to develop 

distinct artistic styles of tattooing, including a more specific style for cultural tattooing. During 

this residency, they developed an understanding of “how healing it could be for other people,” as 

well as improved their own confidence in their tattooing techniques and acuity. As they 

summarized: 
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I think I probably before that had been aware of how beginning to tattoo myself had had a 
kind of healing role of taking autonomy over my body during a time of big change, but 
then seeing how I could allow both queer and Indigenous folks who are at that residency 
with me to feel more control over their bodies… And the way that often Indigenous folks 
haven’t had that sense of control was what really kind of helped it take form for me.  
 

From there, Ripley has tattooed out of their own studio spaces, at events and residencies, and at 

Indigenous tattoo gatherings.  

 Ripley emphasized that their approach to tattooing is focused on access, communication, 

and consent as the basis of their practice. This orientation stems from viewing their tattoo 

recipients as community members, rather than [paying] clients.424 They outlined a number of 

core aspects to their approach. First, they emphasized the importance of financial accessibility: 

And this is one of the things that’s kind of really amazing and really important about me 
not being someone whose primary source of income is that I’m a tattooer, is, I have 
always offered pay what you can and fairly low pricing, because I wanted to create 
access, because it was about access for myself and access for others. 
 

They explain that while there have been points where they were placed in a state of financial 

precarity due to this model, they are both willing and able to provide this type of pricing due to 

their career outside of tattooing. They feel a deep sense of respect for tattooists who rely on it as 

their main source of income and must charge more.  

Second, they stressed the importance of consent and open communication with the people 

they tattoo, stating, “I also am very active about consent and informing people. So, for example, 

if I’m going to change needle sizes, I always tell people that it’s going to hurt differently and 

kind of give them a warning about that.” In the same vein, they offer numbing such as Bactine to 

anyone who might need it. Ripley further mentioned that part of their approach to accessibility 

and active consent is to allow time for client breaks and conversation. They explained: 

…I try to leave a lot of time when I can, for folks to take breaks if they need to, for them 
to share stories with me if they want to, for things to kind of go how they go. At 

 
424 For clarity, I will continue to use “client” to refer to their tattoo recipients. 
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particular gatherings, where the point is just tattooing, those focuses on accessibility and 
giving people the time they need have also meant that sometimes I tattoo until 3am.  
 

Part of this ongoing focus on dialogue and consent stems from a harm reduction model, which 

gives space for clients to disclose substance use so Ripley can tattoo them safely. Ripley stated: 

I’m really interested in also always working within a harm reduction framework. So, 
obviously, while I encourage anybody who’s receiving a tattoo to be sober, if there’s 
challenges or issues with that, I would lean toward making a space where people can 
disclose, so that I could be appropriately prepared for any health needs, rather than just 
saying you cannot, which especially because the cultural tattooing is ceremonial, I think 
would be something some folks might feel uncomfortable with, while others would really 
be in support of it. And that’s okay, that it’s different between people. 
 

For Ripley, this is a key element in their method of creating accessibility. 

 Third, Ripley approaches their tattoo practice through various forms of preparation and 

self-care. They give precedence to their own physical and mental health, acknowledging their 

tendency to hyper focus while making art and, therefore, eating in preparation of that. They 

approach tattoos with an organized intention specific to the piece, explaining that they may avoid 

drinking alcohol while they draw a tattoo that is a cultural symbol and for healing: “… if I know 

that there’s a kind of focus and intention being put into the tattoo, and how it can be healing for a 

person, then I try to be in a space that’s respectful of that while I make the tattoo, so kind of 

organizing intentions throughout the process.” Before the tattoo, they add, “I mean, kind of 

general, self-care in those spaces, where it’s cultural tattooing, there’s always the option for the 

person receiving the tattoo to smudge first.” Overall, they clarified that the core of their strategy 

is creating an intentional space during the entire tattooing process. 

 In learning to tattoo, Ripley emphasized that they specifically wished they had been able 

to access proper and safe supplies from the start. They explained: 

I mean, a really complicated thing is access to tattoo supplies at all, especially when 
you’re not working at a shop, because a lot of suppliers still require that you be connected 
to a shop to order materials from them. And I know it’s something that some others have 
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actually been trying to work on with some of the tattoo supply companies, where it can 
be like, what if we have a list of Indigenous tattooers who can order things from you? 
Because many of us don’t want to be in shops, you know, that’s not the setting that feels 
good or safe for us. And so those earlier experiences where I was tattooing myself with a 
sewing needle and India ink wouldn’t necessarily need to happen if it was easier to access 
good supplies. And I love safety for everybody and access to supplies, much like any 
other harm reduction framework, it’s really only going to make things safer. 
 

They rightfully identify how tattoo gatekeeping on the part of tattoo suppliers negatively impacts 

Indigenous artists, especially those who operate outside of studios. While creating a list of 

tattooists outside of studios may address some of these issues, it does not address the direct 

barriers to safe supplies that beginning tattooists, such as Ripley, face(d). With such an emphasis 

on studios as the only way to access supplies easily, this places artists in a difficult position. In 

asking Ripley why they thought Indigenous artists might feel uncomfortable in studios, they 

succinctly noted, “I think that reason is, unfortunately, probably the same reason that Indigenous 

folks don’t feel safe in most spaces in Canada. It’s still a country and a culture that is rife with 

anti-Indigenous sentiment. And then you have this sort of denial of racism, too, that’s so 

pervasive.” They explained that continued insistence and identification with using racist imagery, 

like skulls in headdresses, is one example of how “bro-y” shops often remain resistant to creating 

more considerate spaces.  

One important and meaningful experience for Ripley in their tattoo journey was an offer 

of a free guest spot at a queer studio. This was important as they tattooed on a pay-what-you-can 

basis for cultural tattoos. They explained that opening free guest spots for Indigenous artists is 

one way to engage meaningfully with (what I would term) forms of repatriation: “And also, if 

everybody just wants to be like, hey, we’re on stolen land. If an Indigenous tattooer wants to 

work here for free, sometimes, I recommend every tattoo shop do that. It was... it was nice. It 

was like, thank you for this tangible sort of, like, anti-colonial moment of care.” They 
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emphasized that queer spaces, in their opinion, are often the locus for safer spaces, with 

emphasis on consideration and comfort. As they explain, “But when people are coming from a 

position of already being marginalized and already understanding what it’s like to not have space 

or not feel safe in a space, I think that they oftentimes are more able to understand the need for 

that sense of safety and support.”  

In discussing regulations, Ripley expressed that they did not wish to see any forms of 

governmental regulation towards Indigenous cultural tattooing practices. As mentioned 

previously, this is a precedent that has been set by countries such as Aotearoa New Zealand, 

which have regulatory exceptions to accommodate for tā moko (Maori cultural tattooing) and 

pe’a (Samoan cultural tattooing). As Ripley summarized, “…as an Indigenous tattoo practitioner, 

it is technically a cultural practice, which I could not tell you all of the different laws and legal 

precedents, but the government doesn’t get to regulate my tattooing.” They emphasize that 

ongoing conversations around improving best practices of tattooing are undertaken within their 

community, and they gave examples ranging from intellectual property and cultural 

appropriation, to bloodborne pathogen safety, to creating new visual languages. “I think that 

internal to the community, there’s efforts to build kind of more of a standard of both like, 

emotional, spiritual, cultural, and the biological safety practices. And that’s not to say that those 

practices aren’t being utilized very thoroughly so far.” As Ontario regulation is specific to Health 

Board regulation on studios, Indigenous cultural tattooing remains an enigmatic space with 

regards to regulation. For example, artists such as Amy Malbeuf have tattooed at the Winnipeg 

Art Gallery. As Ripley put it, “I don’t know, it’s confusing with the whole concept of regulations, 

because I just don’t generally expect the government to do a good job of things.” They explained 

that some forms of protection for apprentices might be a useful form of regulation, stating, “But 
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that’s also why so many queer tattooers are self-taught. They’re like, well, that space isn’t for 

me, I’m just gonna go over here and poke my foot.”  

In discussing ways that the industry could improve the apprenticeship system for 

tattooists, Ripley specifically identified forms of funding, such as grant funding, as one of the 

most important ways to improve the apprenticeship system, particularly for marginalized 

apprentices. As identified previously, trade-for-labour systems do create opportunities for more 

people to enter the industry than a paid system would, but it remains true that the financial 

precarity associated with working unpaid, especially for as long as three years, means this is still 

a significant and sometimes insurmountable barrier. Ripley emphasizes how proper financial 

support towards mentors alongside apprentices would positively benefit apprentices as well. 

They explained their idea of grant funding as such: 

… oftentimes when you come from a marginalized community, there is so much 
additional work that you are doing already, to show up for community, to afford to live, to 
say, deal with your own trauma or health problems. That having the time and space to do 
an ethical job of mentoring people is something that there’s not a lot of room for. So say 
if people running an awesome queer tattoo shop could get a grant to bring on apprentices 
who aren’t just being exploited and can be giving care and proper training and that 
structure without the tattooer whose training them losing access to clients, or time they’d 
spend for clients and income, that would be amazing. 
 

They expanded on the idea of supporting marginalized artists by firstly acknowledging the role 

of tattooing as a site of healing and reclamation for the body. They said, “But I would love to see 

other marginalized communities that are kind of reclaiming tattooing have access to financial 

support too,” further outlining, “Imagining a “Canada” where there were grants that focus on say, 

the importance of agency over your body for queer people. That would be the dream and 

acknowledging that that’s not just about like, gender affirming surgery, but could be things that 

help people claim how they look, like tattooing.” They argued that even if there are no 
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completely firm ways to ensure people that are not from those identified groups are accessing 

these grants, they felt that it would still be better for such systems and support to exist.  

Their emphasis on tattooing as an important art form that extends beyond commodity or 

aesthetics alone is one that I want to particularly highlight: 

I’ve always found since like, starting to tattoo myself and getting more tattoos, that it 
helps me embody who I am in a more visible way. So I often think of it as a sort of 
flagging,425 and Indigenous tattoos, you know, when people have chin lines and stuff, it’s 
very much something parallel to say flagging, where you’re like, indicating who you are, 
and that connection for other people. And I think that tattoos can definitely do that for 
like, queers and, also, for class experiences, and things like that, too. And that’s definitely 
something that influenced my choices around tattoos, for myself and, also, the way that 
my tattoo practice has always been structured about providing safe access that’s 
affordable. 
 

They further expanded on how this relates to the importance of community by stating, “But 

tattooing is flagging, tattooing is bodily autonomy. Those are kind of broader ways that my 

identities influence my view of it and then, I bring those things into any kind of tattooing 

experience I’m offering, because I think that that’s very important.” This perspective on 

community influences the ways they recommend improvements to tattooing and apprenticeship. 

They identified proper pay and wages for apprentices as one major way to prevent exploitation. 

Further, they mentioned wanting better protections for apprentices, noting, “I think that it’s 

important to have sort of a sense of responsibility to each other. And my preferred mode of that is 

community rather than government intervention.” They identified this as an aspect that could be 

changed through the motivations of the mentor: “But generally, I guess, a set of ethics around 

how to show up for each other as human beings would be cool. And for mentorship to maybe 

mean actual connection rather than just a tool of cheap labour, for someone who’s hoping for 

 
425 “Flagging” refers to the specific queer practice of using discrete symbols to indicate queer identity, while often 
remaining invisibilized to the straight community. Types of flagging include wearing subtly queer symbols, the 
carabiner/key code, the bandana/hanky code, manicures, or the Ace ring. 
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eventual job security and may not get it.” This tied into their perspectives on dismantling 

authoritative structures of teaching. They highlighted, “I’m very ethically opposed to this sort of 

idea that a student isn’t also a completely autonomous adult who can make their own decisions.” 

Ripley noted the use of language—master and apprentice—and the connotations of authority that 

come with it are distinct from mentor and apprentice, which reflects a transfer of knowledge 

without the same hierarchical structures of power. They outlined this beautifully, stating: 

I think that showing up as humans and as peers, but with an acknowledgement of a 
different level of skill, and an investment in sharing that knowledge is really what you’d 
come into a sort of mentorship situation. And I think even in that instance, it’s still 
important for the mentor to know that they’re going to learn things from the mentee, as 
well. And to try to acknowledge that there’s a desired transfer of knowledge without it 
being hierarchical, would be the ideal, utopian tattoo mentorship situation. 
 

Ripley does wish to mentor in the future and would like to specifically teach queer Indigenous 

tattooists. They summarized their mentoring focus as, “…there’s this concurrent cultural care and 

respect component that would be alongside things like health and safety practices.” Overall, 

Ripley emphasized the importance of approaching tattooing (and the teaching of tattooing) with 

“intention and care.” 

Participant: Tina 

 Before tattooing, Tina worked for almost a decade in another arts field and looked for a 

change in career. Many of the people in their life were associated with the tattooing scene, which 

opened up an avenue of possibility for them. They noted, “I became interested in it because I was 

starting to see that the space was becoming available for people who are femme bodied and 

queer.” They applied for several apprenticeships but were mainly interested in a studio that their 

partner had been tattooed at. The studio was specifically looking for apprentices who were 

marginalized, and Tina was interviewed and accepted for the unpaid apprenticeship immediately, 

alongside two other apprentices. At the time they began, they continued to work full-time in their 
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current profession and apprenticed during weekends and evenings. Tina noted that the owner 

who managed the shop and hired her was not a tattooist themselves. Initially, they were asked to 

do a list of chores as their main work in the studio. They explained, “…then once we were done 

with the chores, if there’s any time left in between, we could sit and watch the artists, which was 

sometimes positive. Sometimes the artists were not so keen on that, because they hadn’t 

personally signed up to take on any apprentices.” The artists they shadowed varied greatly in 

their own levels of experience in tattooing, with some of the newer artists being quite 

uncomfortable in being shadowed by apprentices. Tina noted shadowing multiple artists with 

varying levels of experience and attention became a challenge to her learning. 

 Tina identified that the competitive nature of the studio was another immediate barrier to 

her learning as an apprentice, saying, “I think there was a bit of a competitive atmosphere there. 

The shop owner would pick favourites and call them her favourites.” The studio was 

predominantly comprised of White, male, cisgender, and straight artists. The owner singled out a 

specific apprentice, a person of colour and a femme, as a “wonder child” and favourite, which 

was uncomfortable for Tina and highlighted issues of favouritism and performative inclusivity in 

the shop. As an apprentice, Tina described their duties for the first three months as mostly 

cleaning and running equipment, with occasional setups for artists and customer service in 

facilitating clients to sign waivers. She explained, “And she didn’t really ask us to do anything 

other than chores. There was no fake skin. There was no machine practice. There wasn’t even 

really any drawing practice. We basically were there to mop the floors, take phone calls, which I 

thought, with zero training, I thought was very strange…” She explained that while apprentices 

were initially asked to do set ups and tear downs by many of the artists, this was completely 

terminated after a piece of equipment went missing. The owner had been increasingly absent, 
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leaving the management and senior artists in charge. After this, Tina was told by the owner that 

they were looking for apprentices who had more hours available. Tina was open to negotiating 

new hours, stating “She made me write a whole essay about why I wanted to be an apprentice. 

And then she quoted things from the essay to tell me that she didn’t think I should be in 

tattooing, and that she thinks I should stay in [other profession].” Tina turned in a new contract 

committing to more working hours for the studio and was fired the following week through 

Facebook messenger. Tina felt the reason was simple: “I just don’t think I was a good fit for her 

shop.” Their artwork style did not fit with the studio’s emphasis on “old school” tattooing, and as 

she further explained, “I think she just wanted to hire someone on to say that she had hired 

someone who was POC and queer on because I was the only POC queer hire for that apprentice 

group. And then she let me go and she kept the other two [White and straight] apprentices.” After 

that, Tina worked on improving her portfolio and re-applied for an apprenticeship with a much 

larger franchise studio, where she was interviewed and immediately accepted. 

 In comparison with the last studio, she was told to immediately purchase a machine and 

begin practicing. The apprenticeship was completely unpaid. They accepted her limited working 

hours as an apprentice, which was in the evenings and weekends. Similarly, they expected the 

artists in the studio to carry out the majority of the tutelage for the apprentices, and Tina had a 

more specific mentor, who was responsible for moving her forward in her education. In terms of 

her duties as an apprentice, Tina explained that they were much more oriented towards practicing 

tattooing, “basically, it was just the duties were much more relaxed. They only wanted really 

someone to mop and clean at the end of the night. And we didn’t do any tear down or setups for 

anybody. We sort of just had a designated space where we could practice on fake skin.” After 

around two months, she was told by her mentor to begin offering free apprentice tattoos. She did 
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not feel ready to tattoo, stating, “I mean, I do think no one’s ever gonna feel ready. But I do think 

that two months of collective practice is not really enough to feel you’ve mastered a machine.” 

She felt that their approach was extremely hands off as her mentor mostly corresponded with her 

through Facebook messenger. The mentor never directly supervised her during a tattoo and 

would instead give critiques on the photos of finished tattoos through direct messaging. At this 

point, Tina was told there was no specific timeline before she or any of the other apprentices 

would graduate to becoming a full artist. Instead, artists were graduated based on the availability 

of spots, meaning the opportunity to become a paid artist was highly precarious. Tina mentioned 

that apprentices were not graduated based on the length of time they had been there or seniority. 

Another apprentice, who started at the same time she did, graduated after only five months at the 

studio because another artist left, which opened up a position. Instead of graduating based on 

skill level, apprentices were being moved to fill artist positions as they opened up—or were left 

as apprentices if no positions were available. She noted that the commission fees for working 

artists at the studio was quite high, ballparking it at either a 60/40 or 70/30 split, meaning artists 

were receiving less than half of their hourly rate in actual pay.  

 Tina identified a number of other significant issues in the studio and the teaching of 

tattooing, which raised significant concern for her. For example, she was deterred from taking a 

bloodborne pathogen certification: “I also had a conversation where I asked if I could take a 

bloodborne pathogen class, and if he could cover it, and or if I had to cover it, which I was fine 

with, but he told me that you don’t need bloodborne pathogens and it’s not required. So he 

actually deterred me from getting a bloodborne pathogen certification. I did get it. Because I 

knew I needed it. But, yeah, it was alarming to me.” Tina described a lack of proper hygiene and 

safety protocols at the tattoo studio more broadly, including artists using ungloved hands to 
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manage waste and contaminated surfaces. She was able to identify these issues due to her 

experience at the prior studio, stating, “So I found that the first shop, I didn’t think that she… I 

didn’t think I was getting a lot of tutelage. But the health and safety was very strict: the 

autoclaves, the logging, mopping every single day, wipe downs, like, very, very, thorough.” 

When she transitioned to the second studio, the distinction was obvious: “And then almost 

immediately, when I went to the other shop, I realized that they don’t have any of those 

standards, they would keep their cleaning equipment in the back closet, with their garbage.” Tina 

noted that artists regularly picked up supplies like needles with ungloved hands and flushed the 

contents of rinse cups down the toilet used by clients. She stated that items from stations, 

particularly things like iPads, were regularly placed in client seating spaces. There were several 

instances of infections and cross-contamination at the studio, including an artist using a dirty 

fabric for photos and placing it on the floor next to a radiator, leading to a client infection. Tina 

identified the organization of the studio as another major issue: “I found that it was very focused 

on profits and not about client comfort or artist comfort at all. Whenever they would book time 

slots for everybody, there was no distinction between people’s stations.” The majority of artists 

were freshly graduated apprentices, with the most senior artists still only having at most three or 

four years of experience. Further, as artists were not given their own personal stations, this led to 

more difficulties, as she described, “So aside from maybe two artists, every single station was 

split. So the artists themselves would have to book ahead of time. And then the apprentices 

would have to sort of find their way in between all the bookings.” With around nine stations, the 

studio employed more than nine artists and, in addition, another nine or more apprentices at a 

given time.  
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Tina’s mentor was one of the owners of the studio (alongside multiple other locations), 

but similar to the last apprenticeship she experienced, became increasingly absent as her 

apprenticeship progressed. She noted that in response to this, the apprentices had formed a group 

chat where they were mostly attempting to teach each other, which she described as “…It pretty 

much wouldn’t be much better than learning to tattoo at home.” She further described the 

difficulty in getting feedback from her mentor as degrading and mean-spirited. She summarized 

the teaching approach as “They would just point out faults but offer no solutions.” The issues in 

oversight halted her progression in learning and meant she made repeated mistakes in technique 

that would have been quickly identified and addressed with better tutelage. In particular, she 

gave the example of machine speed: “So my hand speed and my machine speed were too slow 

during one of my sessions, and I had no idea that that was the case. And I had a client in my chair 

for eight hours. Fortunately, she was pretty comfortable. But I don’t think that that was good or 

smart.” She mentioned that the lack of coordination and communication in booking clients meant 

that there were multiple occasions where a client would book multiple free apprentice tattoos 

back-to-back (often in the same day or week) with different artists, which was more than their 

body could handle. This was only resolved when the apprentices identified the issue and 

intervened.  

Tina identified issues with leadership style and communication as the main issue with her 

apprenticeship. She described them as “…very inaccessible, hard to reach, bad communication, 

passive aggressive, they’re really not good at communicating professionally with apprentices or 

clients in a way that doesn’t come across as heated.” Due to her prior professional experience in 

visual arts, she had to employ her soft skills in order to de-escalate situations between unsatisfied 

clients and the studio management: “And I’ve had a number of times where I had to help them, I 
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stepped in and helped compose emails to dissuade clients from legal action.” She explained that 

they lacked skills in teaching, such as breaking down, or explaining a process. She felt frustrated 

with their mentor’s lack of research and experience in tattooing, particularly with colour and bold 

line work. In one instance, her mentor insisted that a specific needle brand was fine, despite 

issues with ink delivery and, later, admitted that the brand was only good for fine line work. She 

explained that especially for the apprentices who were learning colour, there were consistent 

issues with overwork in the tattoos that were not fixed or resolved, even when they were 

graduated to full artists. She felt that her mentor was avoidant in answering questions that would 

improve her learning process, “I think that my mentor was very interesting because he came 

across as being very progressive, and very much wanting to hear feedback. But I think at the end 

of the day, he didn’t. He was very avoidant of answering questions.” She was consistently shut 

down by other artists in the studio both in asking questions, as well as attempting to address 

misinformation in the studio done through her own research. She noted that one apprentice had 

consistent issues with too light of an application (meaning the needle was not entering the right 

dermal layer of the skin) and was doing as many as five rounds of touch-ups as a result, which 

was never strongly overseen by any of the mentors: “…they’d be like, you need to go harder into 

the skin, but they wouldn’t actually sit down and help her out. And so I found that that was sort 

of disingenuous, because I would find them gossiping about it instead of helping the apprentice.” 

Tina shared concerns about dishonest marketing practices at the studio, including overhyping 

artists’ abilities, and charging extra for the often-needed multiple rounds touch-ups (which are 

generally offered for free by most artists, if necessary at all).426 She both experienced and 

 
426 The necessity for touch ups is highly dependent on the individual person’s skin and healing ability, the technical 
application of the tattoo, and the proper use of materials, such as the right type of needle and speed of machine and 
hand. Fully saturated areas (either colour or solid blackwork) are more likely to need a touch-up. It is highly unusual 
for clients to need more than one round of touch-ups, and this likely indicates there is a technical issue on the part of 
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witnessed apprentices receiving poor feedback and criticism from senior artists, leading to 

unrealistic expectations for clients and potentially harmful situations. In one instance, she was 

told to mis-identify an extremely overworked tattoo by another artist as “a reaction,” which she 

refused to do.  

Instead, they leaned on hiring apprentices that already worked in art styles similar to the 

ones found in the studio, meaning that artists with artistic styles the differed to the pre-

established shop styles were barred from being hired. Tina stated, “So it just felt very much like 

they wanted everybody to tattoo and draw the style that they were comfortable with, so that they 

could continue to promote their shop in the specific stream that they had already been promoting 

it.” She found that apprentices were hired specifically because of their prior social media 

following, and artists with differing art styles were only hired if they had significant followings. 

Tina identified this as one of the main determining factors in which apprentices were chosen for 

graduation when an artist position opened at the studio: “I think the artist that they did choose 

initially to graduate, they tended to have either more social media presence, or they were more 

suited to a commercial style that they could sell.” 

Tina’s mentor hinted that she would graduate soon, but when an artist position opened 

and was filled by another apprentice, Tina became hesitant that there was a clear opportunity to 

move forward professionally. She explained that “I’d seen three artists leave and three artists 

graduated in close succession. So I felt that it was very strategic and was not honest at all.” At 

this point, Tina was concerned about the sanitation of the studio, the long commute, felt her 

learning had stagnated, and was told by her mentor to “pull [her]self up from [her] bootstraps 

and get more work done.” She summarized, “when I inevitably left, because I didn’t feel their 

 
the artist. In my own experience, out of fifty tattoos covering most of my legs, stomach, and arms, I have only had 
one touched up, which was a solid blackwork section on my leg.  
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health and safety standards were up to code. I also didn’t feel I was getting a lot out of it.” The 

unusual element to her apprenticeship came into play at this point: a contract she had signed 

during onboarding. The only other artist who identified a contractual agreement during 

apprenticeship was S.B., who signed a non-compete contract, meaning they had agreed to not 

work for another studio in the city for a set number of years. Tina’s contract was much more 

stringent: 

…at the beginning of the apprenticeship [they had] given everybody a contract to sign 
and it was not so great. It sort of looked like an employment contract, but not really. It 
just had very vague terms about non-compete and basically saying if you don’t stay with 
the studio for two years after you graduate, that they will penalize you financially, and 
may be expected to pay back [the] quote unquote tuition fee of about $6,000? 
 

In leaving, Tina experienced illegal threats and harassment from their mentor, including demands 

for this tuition fee. She was not the only artist who was pursued for this fee, explaining, “One 

artist that I know was only there for a few months, and he still chased after them for money. For 

me, I was there for a year, I didn’t even graduate, he still asked for money.” More egregiously, 

she added, “And then, I know someone who was probably a month off from finishing her two-

year period. And he fired her, and he still wanted to pursue her for the money.” The owner 

attempted to pursue this fee through small claims court, which she identified as a form of 

retribution for leaving. Tina reached out to a paralegal, who suggested she refer to the Ontario 

Employment Standards Act. Tina noted, “the Employment Standards officer was actually really 

kind, he said he couldn’t get any wages, because there is no wages to be gotten, but I could file a 

formal complaint of the business.” Tina filed a complaint, and the studio was evaluated and 

forced to lower their commission percentages for artists. Despite this, Tina continued to 

experience difficulties with the studio and the owner, now in part due to her complaint against 

the business. She said, “…after the fact, they adjusted their legal documents and wording to say 
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that I was seeking retribution against them and, that I had sicced the ESA on them, even though 

it’s within our legal rights as citizens to be able to report them without retribution.” In part, Tina 

felt more adept at navigating predatory contracts due to her past profession in the visual arts and 

emphasized that this was a significant issue in many arts professions. She summarized her 

perspective as, “I would say, a lot of employment within the visual arts can tend to lean towards 

predatory and [it is] because they like to promote passion.” She felt that the studio owner had 

assumed that she would not have the requisite knowledge of her rights to appropriately contest 

his illegal pursuit of this tuition fee.  

Tina has shared the legal case court judgement with me; for confidentiality reasons, this 

cannot be shared or cited in the dissertation. This legal case has established a few core precedents 

that highlight the predatory nature of apprentice non-compete contracts and the established 

power imbalances between them. As this case concluded, there was an “inequality of bargaining 

power” between the studio owner and Tina which rendered the contract void under 

unconscionability. Further, clear evidence was demonstrated that the legal action pursued against 

Tina and other apprentices was specifically leveraged as a form of power and authority over 

current apprentices at the studio. The case emphasized that the ambiguity of time until 

“graduation” from apprenticeship was another mechanism of the inequality of bargaining power 

and was therefore void due to uncertainty.  

After leaving the second studio, Tina re-connected with an artist from the first studio, 

who had since opened their own shop. She explained that her third mentor understood their 

struggles as a queer person of colour and provided more supportive guidance. Overall, she found 

her mentorship experience with him to be broadly positive, as he was informed and researched 

everything deeply, making him a better teacher. He was less focused on business and profit than 
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her last studio, which she appreciated. In total, this final apprenticeship continued for around 

four months. She described the difference in experience as “night and day,” emphasizing his 

focus on learning and research as one of the key differences: “He researches everything deeply. 

And I do find that very admirable of him because it makes him a better teacher, because he’s able 

to answer questions.” Another major positive aspect to his teaching style was his present 

engagement in Tina’s learning process, particularly focused on identifying and fixing issues that 

had been holding her progress back. She stated:  

So it was just a very intensive time of booking people in, and he would be very present, 
just watch my tattooing, sort of trying to figure out what it was that was causing me 
technical difficulties. So something as simple as just telling me to run my machine faster, 
because at the time I was running my machine at six volts, which is why everything was 
taking a million years. And he was just like, yeah, standard is eight. And it was just sort 
of wild to me, because at the time, I was finding it very difficult to get answers out of my 
previous mentor. 
 

After graduating as an apprentice, Tina worked as a junior artist in the studio for another three or 

four months, still in close contact with her mentor. She remained responsible for her own 

bookings, client relations, and marketing, but was able to continually ask questions and receive 

feedback as she needed. Further, the studio was structured as a chair rental fee, which she felt 

was more financially accessible than the predatory commission rates of the franchise studio for 

artists. There were a number of collective supplies included in the chair rent, while personalized 

supplies, such as gloves, machine needles, and inks, were purchased individually by artists. Each 

artist was given their own individual station and space, as opposed to switching between stations 

or splitting, which she much preferred. 

 Tina felt that there were very clear differences in the overall approach of the three studios 

she apprenticed at. She felt that her identity as a queer and racialized artist played a role. She 

explained: 
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[The first studio] I was probably the only Asian person there. There was maybe two 
other… There’s two other POC artists. And I think at it, that sort of made me stick out in 
a way, because I didn’t really understand, I guess the tattoo culture, that is very anglicized 
and Americanized and not really questioned very much… the fact that American 
Traditional is the gold standard. And there is no tattooing before. All of the American 
Traditional girl pinups and stuff like that, and what I would have conversations with them 
about any time period that existed before them, they were very disinterested. 
 

She further felt that the first studio lacked mindfulness and sensitivity towards both clients and 

artists. She said, “…they’re not very careful about people’s comfort levels with their bodies. So, 

often, it’s sort of just a suck it up buttercup kind of mentality.” She found this issue was 

particularly prominent for clients who were tattooed in a spot that required some level of nudity. 

She articulated, “I did find that sometimes they wouldn’t apply the same logic to the artists. So if 

they saw someone was being behind a cover shield, people still wander over to look, which was 

very disconcerting, I think, for some clients.” She found that this “tough it out” mentality was a 

barrier to some of her clients, particularly those with sensory issues, where she was unable to 

provide accommodations for them such as changing or turning the shop music off or down.  

 Tina identified the main issue at the second studio was due to their authoritative 

workplace nature and culture: 

Versus I think at [second studio], I almost felt it was very interesting, because the bubble 
is very much everybody there is mostly Asian immigrants. So I actually felt it was the 
complete opposite where I was, again, not quite fitting in because of the fact that I was 
not standardized to the people that they had there. Because it’s a very hierarchical kind of 
culture, Chinese culture is very hierarchical. And so you’re supposed to respect your 
elders, you don’t question them, everything’s very tough love. And I also found that it 
was very obvious to me that I was able to sort of fit in, but that I wasn’t 100% what 
they’re looking for. But I did find that apprentices who were… didn’t fit that mold were 
also more likely to be let go or disappear. 
 

She struggled with the previously established issues, such as lax sanitation, backlash to both 

apprentice’s questions or negative client experiences, and disingenuous marketing and 

graduation of artists who were not technically proficient. She identified the authoritarian 
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approach as an issue in client treatment as well, “I found I didn’t like the way that the clients 

were sort of like numbers. They’re in and out of the door, if they had any kind of issues that they 

brought up, or wanted to have a conversation about, they were met with a lot of backlash.” This 

issue of conformity raises broader issues in hiring and employing apprentices in studios. Herein, 

the complexity of intersection experiences also played into her experiences at these two studios: 

“I think being queer at the first shop was a little stranger, and harder. I felt being at the second 

shop, there was very openly queer artists, but not being conformist and Asian enough was more 

of an issue.” In comparison, her third studio, which was queer-owned and predominantly filled 

with queer artists, was structured more collectively with room for dialogue and difference. She 

noted, “There’s always a lot of questions and how can we improve upon things. But it’s nice, 

because nobody’s really met with backlash or negativity when they’re trying to educate 

themselves on anything. It’s also… it just feels a lot safer.” Tina identified that the culture of the 

queer studio meant she had less concern for her clients experiencing forms of bigotry or 

microaggressive behaviour within the studio. Further, it gave her better opportunity to provide 

her clients with forms of accessibility, privacy, and accommodation. 

Tina explained that there is a difficulty in the hiring processes of apprenticeship that 

opens avenues for discrimination when trying to find an apprentice who will fit well with the 

workplace culture, particularly for marginalized apprentices. While these biases are often 

subconscious, Tina explains that even progressively oriented studios can still remain subject to 

forms of systemic prejudice and discrimination, stating, “…they live very much in their 

egocentric bubble where they just think about what their reality is. So they apply it to everyone 

around them.” The greater proximity that an individual has to a dominant hegemony, such as 

Whiteness, or able-bodiedness, or straightness, the more likely they are to be accepted into 
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systems that operate under these hegemonies. Tina argues that better protections against 

discrimination against apprentices, including in hiring, is therefore important: “I mean, there’s 

only so much that rules and regulations can fix, but to a degree, it’s the same way that 

employment law dictates that you can’t discriminate people of certain marginalized groups from 

being hired.”  

In assessing the ways that apprenticeship could be improved, Tina had a number of key 

suggestions. She suggested apprenticeship programs should run in a similar way to those in other 

trades, with paid mentors and documented training. She emphasized that the current tattoo 

schools available are a scam, but that due to the invasive nature of tattooing, structured learning 

should be available. Tina argued:  

…there should be some sort of structure, at least to the medical aspects of it that people 
should have to follow. I don’t think that there should be any shops out there that don’t 
have bloodborne pathogens. And I do think sometimes, it’s very easy to slip from 
anecdotal evidence to experimental techniques. And that can be quite dangerous.  
 

One example she gave was the lack of regulation on lidocaine-based numbing creams, which can 

cause lidocaine toxicity if administered in too high a dose. This correlates highly with issues 

discussed by other artists on the lack of safety regulations for tattoo supplies, such as ink, as 

discussed in Chapter 1. Further, she argued that forms of gatekeeping that bar beginners who 

have managed to access tattoo supplies from knowledge about safe and hygienic tattoo practices 

should stop, saying, “I think all that should be openly accessible. And known.” She argues that 

education surrounding both sanitation measures for tattooing and knowledge on tattooing 

equipment are two key components that could be addressed through education: 

I do think that colleges and universities can often become inaccessible to certain groups 
of people. And that could be an issue. I think in terms of certain things, just medical 
background, just having a course that people have to take to figure out the medical 
aspects, and the technical aspects of the equipment that you are even employing would be 
a good start.  
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She explained that, in having friends go through Red Seal trades, she has seen evidence that there 

are more protections for apprentices, such as proper mentoring, documentation of your 

education, and more guarantees on a timeline. She stated, “since the industry is already 

structured for apprenticeships, I think that they should be a Red Seal trade. And that there should 

be oversight into mentors and apprentices.” In particular, she highlighted the obfuscation of 

apprenticeship progression as an issue for resolution: “I would have very much appreciated 

having a contract that stated out exactly what my career path was gonna look like. And it would 

be nice to also know that I would be paid during that period of time, I wouldn’t be trying to 

cover everything out of pocket while not working.” She noted that standardized education could 

better address histories of tattooing outside of Western machine tattooing: “I think that’s really 

big for me, is just, knowledge and acknowledgments of where the craft comes from.” She noted 

how the construction of Eurocentric histories and hierarchies of tattooing, which emphasize 

machine over handpoking, continues to be an issue in the industry.  

In addition to identifying a need for openly available information on safe tattooing and 

hygiene, as well as better transparency on the apprenticeship career and learning progression, 

Tina argued that more education about tattooing would allow interested artists to better evaluate 

their career trajectory. She explained as such: 

…in other fields, so for example, a lot of people will show a breakdown of how 
animation is done. Studios will be like, this is how we made it. And oftentimes that 
education and the breakdown of the process actually educates the clientele who 
potentially want to do it themselves. It helps them realize how difficult the process can 
be. And how stringent the process is. So oftentimes, that’s where the separation lies, 
right? That level of education helps people who want to do it realize that they want to 
pursue it. 
 

Better transparency on tattooing as an industry fosters an appreciation for both the labour that’s 

involved and the technical skill involved. There is a contradiction inherent in tattooing since it 



   
 

   
 

297 

 

maintains a narrative of being both alternative and deviant, in comparison to other work 

industries, but also contains heavy policing and scrutiny of artists who do DIY work or tattoo in 

non-traditional ways. Tina emphasized this: 

…it’s so funny to me, because there’s so many older White cishet male artists who are 
just like, why are they changing tattooing? It was alternative and anti-establishment! And 
now all these soft, queer femmes are coming in and taking over our space! Which was 
really funny to me, because what is more alternative than people who are marginalized 
finding their way? Which is literally how the tattoo industry began—is them talking 
about how they were marginalized and had nowhere else to go, and then they got 
accepted into tattooing and it changed their life. But they are so quick to gatekeep that 
from people who genuinely need it. 
 

To me, this ties back to Dular’s concept of moral rackets; and the constructed nature of tattoo 

gatekeeping that sometimes blatantly excludes legitimate forms of tattooing. She emphasized 

that while apprenticeship is a strong method of teaching, the current modes of apprenticeship are 

highly dependent on whether an individual mentor is invested in teaching their apprentice(s). She 

stated: 

I think apprenticeships are highly dependent on the mentor. Because in an unregulated 
field, the mentor sets the tone for what that journey is going to look like. And especially 
because a lot of times there’s a power dynamic there. I find that the fault, because of that, 
the responsibility of educating and empowering your apprentice falls squarely on the 
shoulders of the mentor. 
 

Feeling that she is not technically advanced enough to take on the responsibility of mentoring is 

one of the contributing factors that has kept Tina from mentoring, despite her motivation to do 

so. She explained, “I almost feel a bit of requirement to expand the industry towards people who 

might not have access, unfortunately, I do think it’ll take a number of years for me to feel 

comfortable to do it.”  

The White Gaze 

A number of studies on gig work have demonstrated clear evidence of ongoing forms of 

racism and microaggressions experienced by racialized gig workers. Lauren Levitt indicates that 
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workers are “…not protected against workplace discrimination, particularly racial 

discrimination.”427 A recent literature review on gig economy work and inequality demonstrated 

clear evidence of racial discrimination.428 The precarity of gig work and the lack of workplace 

protections, as well as the emphasis on consumer choice all create space for the perpetuation of 

racism. Within tattooing, Santibañez argues: 

Racism is rampant in tattoo culture both in very visible ways like discriminatory hiring 
practices and the use of racist language. It can also manifest in more subtle ways like the 
spread of wrong information about tattooing dark skin and the lack of representation of 
tattoos on darker bodies. Anti-Blackness and colorism (discrimination based on skin tone) 
are present at all levels.429  
 

Beverly Yuen Thompson, expanding on Amanda E. Lewis’ indication that the silence around 

Whiteness leaves it “unchallenged as norms,” argues this Whiteness is “inherent in the tattoo 

culture of North America, where Whiteness is historically centred, even in the narrative of White 

imperialist sailors culturally appropriating the practice of tattooing from Indigenous people and 

transforming the practice into a commodity of military travel, and later, as a tourist memento for 

the adventurous.”430 This echoes Johanna Hedva’s argument surrounding how race is deliberately 

obfuscated, “Whiteness is what allows for such oblivious neutrality: it is the premise of 

blankness, the presumption of the universal.”431 These presumptions underscore the ways in 

which racism and other forms of discrimination replicate within tattooing demonstrate core 

associations with the culture of White supremacy. As Kurt April foregrounds, the effects of the 

“white gaze” as articulated by Toni Morrison and Frantz Fanon is “tied to the systematic process 

 
427 Levitt, “Sex Work/Gig Work,” 63. 
428 Juliet B. Schor and William Attwood-Charles, “The ‘Sharing’ Economy: Labour, Inequality, and Social 
Connection on For-Profit Platforms,” Sociology Compass 11, no. 8 (July 13, 2017): 9. 
429 Santibañez, Could This Be Magic? 73. 
430 Yuen Thompson, “Mi Familia,” 70. 
431 Hedva, “Sick Woman Theory.”  
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of inferiorisation” utilized to create a category of “functional inferiors.”432 This inferiorisation 

functions to locate marginalized and racialized people “…in positions where they feel unable to 

challenge both their economic and racial oppression, as well as their place in society, thus 

leaving intact ‘coloniality of being.’”433 This is furthered through the creation of authoritarian 

and hierarchical structures (herein focused on the workplace, specifically) that maintain and 

legitimize “unequal systems of prejudice and power.”434 Visual artists, through the alienation 

from their labour in the abdication of control over the sale, dissemination, and exhibition of their 

work, are subject to these strongly authoritative structures based in the dominant hegemony.435 

Tattoo artists are similarly subject to strongly authoritarian systems in tattooing, especially 

during apprenticeship. The cultural relics of tattooing, as it originated from both military and 

biker backgrounds, uphold strict authoritative and hierarchical qualities that replicate unequal 

systems of power. As Santibañez surmises, “It’s not difficult to see how military hazing and biker 

prospecting traditions became folded into apprentice hazing, and how it goes on to set the stage 

for general shop culture.”436 The authority of certain art styles and techniques, specifically 

American Traditional machine tattooing, is placed as the dominant style of tattooing for 

apprentices to learn first. Additionally, April emphasized how the precarity associated with gig 

work exacerbates already existing structures of inequality.437 In my interviews with participants, 

while a few of the older artists like Ferdinand had witnessed forms of apprentice hazing that 

would be directly corresponding to forms of military hazing, such as physical punishments, the 

majority of the artists I spoke with had not experienced such explicit forms of hazing. Instead, I 

 
432 Elina Meliou, Joana Vassilopoulou, and Mustafa F. Ozbilgin, Diversity and Precarious Work during Socio-
Economic Upheaval (Cambridge University Press, 2024), 145. 
433 Meliou, Vassilopoulou, and Ozbilgin, Diversity and Precarious Work during Socio-Economic Upheaval, 145. 
434 Meliou, Vassilopoulou, and Ozbilgin, Diversity and Precarious Work during Socio-Economic Upheaval, 146. 
435 Piper, “Power Relations within Existing Art Institutions,” 258. 
436 Santibañez, Could This Be Magic? 98. 
437 Meliou, Vassilopoulou, and Ozbilgin, Diversity and Precarious Work during Socio-Economic Upheaval, 147. 
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argue, structures of authority have become microaggressive and obfuscated through justifications 

such as “preparing” an apprentice for dealing with difficult customers. Within my interviews, 

almost all participants mentioned the ways in which jokes and other microaggressive actions 

have made them feel unwelcome and unsafe in tattooing spaces. Power is further leveraged 

through the emphasis placed on the precarity of their position as workers, particularly for 

apprentices. Luna, for example, was regularly subjected to anti-Semitic jokes and comments 

within the workplace and was unreasonably punished for mistakes with verbal abuse or 

humiliation, such as being sent home once for being five minutes late expressly to try and make 

her cry. Bandit experienced disproportionate punishments for mistakes and verbal abuse from her 

mentor, which was positioned as preparation for dealing with clients. As she says: 

Yeah, it’s weird. To a degree, you shouldn’t be pushed around to the point where you’re 
putting someone at mental health risk or physical harm. I never came into any kind of 
physical harm. But there was points where I’m like, why the fuck is this guy doing this? 
And, where I say he was being horribly mean or hard on me, those are skills that I’m 
going to need. And I think he was taught in such an old school environment and that’s 
how he learns that he’s now kind of passing the trauma onto his apprentices. 
 

This echoes the comment made by Santibañez, who argues the tattoo industry is impacted by 

community trauma, in part through the endurance and perpetuation of “a culture of abuse as a 

teaching and bonding method.”438 Ripley discussed this approach to teaching: 

But I think that there’s this sort of attitude that you see in all sorts of spaces, whether it’s 
academic or in certain job fields, or in tattooing, where it’s like, “well, I suffered to get 
here, so you too should have to suffer.” And I think that’s what really needs to be moved 
away from, and any potential mentorship situation is like, I would much rather be like, “I 
suffered, so I would like to do this with more care and intention.” But, I think, especially 
that kind of Western, colonial, Imperial individualism and vindictiveness, has a negative 
impact on how people can sort of show up with care for each other. 
 

They emphasized that the way to move forward from this approach is through methods of 

intention and care, as well as in viewing clients as community members. Tina emphasized how 

 
438 Santibañez, Could This Be Magic? 31, 98. 
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the balance of power in a mentor-apprentice relationship is weighted such that mentors need to 

be the ones responsible for setting new precedents in how apprentices are treated and taught: “I 

think anytime someone treats someone terribly, it’s always a reflection of the trauma that they 

went through. And I think, you know, an eye for an eye makes the whole world blind, or so the 

saying goes, it’s sort of like, at some point, someone has to stop the cycle.” She argued that both 

financial stability and funding for mentors and apprentices alike could help create more 

sustainable and stable environments for learning and noted that approaching mentorship through 

a focus on legacy and passing on of the craft can create better forms of care and investment in 

the success of the apprentice. 

The White gaze within the studio dynamic is also leveraged through a hierarchy of 

apprentices. As Tina experienced with her first mentor, the shop owner openly identified 

favourites while simultaneously forcing Tina, the only person of colour, to unnecessarily justify 

her existence as an apprentice by making her write and submit an essay, which was then 

critiqued. The use of unnecessary (and often significant volumes of unpaid work) set tasks, often 

disguised or justified as education, is often leveraged against apprentices. In some cases, these 

tasks are explicitly set out to “weed out” apprentices. This was the case for Ambrose, who was 

tasked to trace a hundred barcodes in a week, or Luna, was asked to design fifty flash designs in 

a week. The emphasis on the authoritative position of the mentor or studio owner is often 

reinforced through accentuation of the precarity of the apprentice position and their job security. 

S.B. and the other working artists at their first studio were regularly threatened through the 

owner leveraging and emphasizing their absence of job security. Raz returned to work after 

taking time off work due to a traumatic personal event to find an inbox full of emails responding 

to a job posting for her position, demonstrating she was “expendable and replaceable.” To me, 
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this demonstrates clear correlation with April’s assertion that racialized gig workers “never fully 

experience the promised empowerment through micro-entrepreneurship of the gig economy but 

instead continue to suffer under racist neoliberal, capitalistic ideals (albeit, more efficient 

ideals).”439 The correlations between class and race are a highly neglected aspect in the discourse 

written on contemporary tattooing. 

Aesthetic Formalism and Hierarchy 

Santibañez further argues that aspects of tattoo “quality” coincide with both classism and 

racism, wherein both the clients who get DIY or less technically “well-done” tattoos, as well as 

the artists who give them, are treated with discriminatory attitudes that directly relate to a sense 

of “taste.” As Adrian Piper notes, the presumption of a shared taste in artwork that holds certain 

formalist qualities corresponds with the dominant socioeconomic and Euroethnic class.440 Artists 

who fail to conform with these formalist criteria are unlikely to succeed at an arts career and, 

therefore, arts institutions determine who enters art institutions and succeeds professionally.441 

Gallerist Rajiv Menon, for example, emphasized how South Asian art is often placed as 

“emerging” by dominant social narratives, further expanding, “More often than not, both within 

the diaspora and within a larger American audience, South Asian art wasn’t treated as fine art, it 

was treated as cultural décor.”442 The positioning of many racialized artists as “emergent” 

maintains the White gaze and modalities of inferiority. Similarly, tattoo artists are held to certain 

formalist values pertaining to tattoo art design, style, and tattoo applications—these qualities are 

deeply emphasized in televisions shows such as Ink Master (2012). Artists who do not sustain 

 
439 Meliou, Vassilopoulou, and Ozbilgin, Diversity and Precarious Work during Socio-Economic Upheaval, 147. 
440 Piper, “Power Relations within Existing Art Institutions,” 247-249. 
441 Piper, “Power Relations within Existing Art Institutions,” 248. 
442 Saumya Aggarwal, “Rajiv Menon Wants You to Stop Calling South Asian Art ‘Emerging’!,” Art Fervour, May 5, 
2025, https://www.artfervour.com/rajiv-menon-wants-you-to-stop-calling-south-asian-art-emerging/. 
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these formal qualities in either their artwork or their tattoo technique are subject to forms of 

discrimination and often face additional barriers within the industry, if they can enter at all. 

Further, styles of artwork and design are hierarchized by how “good” they are for tattooing—that 

is, how well the design will heal and read over time, with styles like American Traditional being 

lauded as the best standard. Similarly, skin is hierarchized by how “good” it is for tattooing, 

placing white skin as both the norm and the ideal. As a 2018 interview with three Black tattooists 

revealed, all three are regularly told by peers that they “think darker skin is too tough to tattoo 

and doesn’t show contrast and colour.”443 The refusal of blackwork artists, like Kamil Mocet and 

Steven Tefft, to tattoo Black skin reveals these hierarchies and positions darker skin as inferior to 

tattoo. The presumptions of taste and tattoo quality exclude racialized clients and artists alike. 

This shows clear correlation with the data on racial selection and discrimination in gig 

economies, as outlined by Schor and Attwood-Charles, who state: “As we noted in the previous 

section, platforms differ in their remuneration, methods of labour control, and so forth, and in our 

research, we find that the hierarchy of platforms is correlated with race and class hierarchies, 

with desirability being associated with higher education and Whiteness.”444 I would like to 

emphasize the constructed natures of these hierarchies of desirability, as articulated by Franz 

Fanon, “We said rather too quickly that the black man feels inferior. The truth is that he is made 

to feel inferior.”445 Ripley identified the ways in which racism and colourism create additional 

barriers to entry within tattooing, stating: 

I have heard and said myself, rightfully, that within Indigenous tattooing there is a lot 
more kind of pale folks doing it than darker skinned folks. And I think that that in part 
comes from our ability to move more safely within tattooing circles as paler people when 

 
443 Victoria Ahearn, “Toronto Tattoo Artists Hopes ‘Black Panther’ Pieces Will Instil Pride,” CTV News, May 9, 
2018, https://www.ctvnews.ca/toronto/article/toronto-tattoo-artists-hopes-black-panther-pieces-will-instil-pride/. 
444 Schor and Attwood-Charles, “The ‘Sharing’ Economy,” 10. 
445 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 107. 
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there is such a prevalence of like, racism and, also, colourism, still within the sort of 
industry and communities around it. 
 
In addition, forms of cultural tattooing are positioned as ontologically primitive to 

machine tattooing within the context of a tattoo studio, often through forms of abjection. As Tina 

stated: 

… if you talk to them about Indigenous customs, within Canada, which is our history, a 
lot of people will be like, “oh, that’s disgusting.” It’s skin stitching, or stick and poke 
techniques, or obsidian tattoos. The attitude is very interesting. And a lot of older tattoo 
artists I have spoken to think that stick and poke is a gimmick or something that the 
young ones do. But I don’t think it’s a mistake that a lot of these more traditional style, 
tactile styles of tattooing, really draw in marginalized people. Because there’s an implicit 
understanding that there’s a history and a depth to it is to be respected. But yeah, I think 
that would be one of the things, I think, that a lot of times, it’s very Eurocentric… 
 

The use of abjection, for example in the emphasis on disgust or even the emphasis on bodily pain 

in cultural tattooing, reinforces cultural hierarchies of White supremacy. This form of 

inferiorisation creates unnecessary barriers to access for tattooists. One such example of this, as 

mentioned by Ripley, is the additional barriers faced by Indigenous tattooists in accessing tattoo 

supplies, as most tattoo supply companies require an association with a tattoo studio. The pre-

supposition of the Canadian tattoo industry is that “legitimate” artists only operate through a 

studio, which excludes Indigenous tattooing practices. The barriers to accessing safe and 

professional tattoo supplies create additional pressure for artists, particularly those who are 

marginalized, to enter tattooing through the apprenticeship system, despite their increased risk 

for workplace discrimination. In addition, the current barriers to entry for artists produce the 

conditions for unsafe tattooing through forms of gatekeeping. “If the industry would open up 

their doors to letting more African-American artists into the legitimate industry then they 

wouldn’t be scratching,” Elisheba Israel Mrozik argued.446 One important suggestion that Ripley 
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made was forming access, particularly financially, through the framing of tattooing as cultural 

reclamation: “Because I think also like, a lot of tattoo apprenticeships are not happening in those 

more ethical spaces and so it would be great if there was space and opportunity for it to happen. 

And I’ve seen some Indigenous mentorship take place with that sort of support, because we can 

talk about it as cultural reclamation, you know, and so there are rightfully important supports for 

that.” As they suggested, other marginalized communities may be able to find similar forms of 

support in this framing.  

Another important element in this discussion of portfolio and artwork was raised by 

Bandit Shaw, who stated:  

So a lot of the time when I see people talking about how hard it is to get in the tattoo 
industry and, that they’re just going to learn from home, because it’s… they do kind of 
shift it and be like, it’s because I’m queer, or because I’m neurodivergent, they won’t take 
me. Half the time it’s not the case. It’s your portfolio. 
 

Bandit raises an important point about portfolios as a key determinant in landing an 

apprenticeship, as well as the complicated nature of portfolio evaluation within an industry that 

does perpetuate systemic forms of discrimination against marginalized groups. Owners such as 

Petek, Ambrose, and Raz mentioned that they offer portfolio review to interested apprentices as a 

way to support artists in developing a strong portfolio, even if they do not have the space to 

currently take on someone as an apprentice. Ambrose explained the reasoning behind the 

importance of developing a strong portfolio, “I want you to be able to draw because you’re 

putting permanent shit on people. So, I take that pretty seriously, but there’s different styles.” The 

emphasis of the permanence of tattooing is a key element in this conversation. As Didi stated, “I 

feel incredibly grateful to be able to do the work that I do. I look at it as a massive privilege to be 

able to permanently mark people’s bodies. And to have them choose me to do that…” Raz 

highlighted the importance of developing a strong and flexible art background alongside 
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communication skills, “they’re making permanent choices on their skin, it’s nice to be able to 

have the different ways you could see something be represented, taking that time to listen to what 

they actually want.” Further, they mentioned that their suggestions for portfolio development 

often relate to developing a stronger understanding of colour theory and modifiable designs that 

can look good on any skin tone. As such, portfolio development and evaluation are important 

aspects of tattooing and negotiating apprenticeship. Bandit’s comment deeply relates to the 

challenges of finding a mentor who has a comparable artistic technique that would enable them 

to fully teach their apprentices. At the same time, there are clearly forms of artwork that are 

aesthetically prioritized within tattooing, which can bar potential apprentices from entry simply 

because they cannot find a mentor with a similar art style or technique. As such, portfolios are 

the first point of contact between a potential apprentice and mentor, wherein aesthetic formalism 

can replicate systemic exclusions of certain artists and art styles. M.K. highlighted this challenge 

for handpoke artists, as an example. Many of the artists, including Keith, Didi, M.K., and Ripley 

emphasized their appreciation for the new styles and techniques of tattooing that have been 

developed recently. Keith explained, “I think more artists the better, in general, if we could learn 

to collaborate a little better, that would be great. I think the more people venture into unknown 

artistic territory with tattoos and find new techniques, and tools and equipment and ways of 

doing things, I think that’s amazing.” Didi stated, “I think that styles of tattooing are changing in 

such a cool way,” adding, “…people can have a really weird style. And that’s the only style they 

tattoo in and they can be really busy. I think I kind of seek those artists out too…” Ripley 

identified changes in the industry as such: “how I have seen, in the time I’ve been tattooing, and 

the time I’ve been getting tattooed, the industry be very actively changed, I would say, especially 

by queer tattooers, but also by Black and by Indigenous tattooers, to carve out space for tattooing 
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that’s done differently.” Although choosing an apprentice with a similar artistic style may be 

easier from a teaching perspective, mentors need to centre this new development of artistic 

techniques and open space for apprentices with a wider range of artistic origins. Mentors should 

develop a greater consideration of the ways that portfolio review can maintain dominant 

hegemony over artists who engage with practices that do not align with Euroethnic formalist 

standards.  

The Employment Standards Act of Ontario and Predatory Contracts 

As Tina demonstrated, the Ontario Employment Standards Act (ESA) is another form of 

protection that may be applicable for tattooists. The ESA helps to protect employees from 

penalizing employees for exercising ESA rights and, furthermore, can aid employees in gaining 

appropriate compensation or other punitive measures against employers who penalize employees 

for any of the ESA-protected actions, such as filing an ESA complaint, discussing pay, or going 

on leave, to name a few.447 The ESA contains protections for clients of temporary help agencies 

and protects employees against discrimination by recruiters.448 Although tattooists fall into a 

complicated category as sub-contractors, in some instances, the pursual of more equitable 

commission rates, for example, may be possible through filing an ESA complaint against the 

studio or business. Most tattooists are considered independent contractors and are not protected 

by the ESA. Despite this, I would suggest that artists consider contacting the ESA on a needs-

based situation due to the great variation of contract style by individual studio, as they may be 

protected in some respects. Further, apprentices who are hired as employees in any respect, such 

as front counter attendants, are subject to ESA standards and can pursue action against the 

 
447 “Your Guide to the Employment Standards Act,” Government of Ontario, November 12, 2024, 
https://www.ontario.ca/document/your-guide-employment-standards-act-0. 
448 “Reprisals,” Government of Ontario, 2021, https://www.ontario.ca/document/your-guide-employment-standards-
act-0/reprisals. 
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studio/business for issues such as leave, deduction of wages, intimidation, hours of work limits, 

or termination of employment.449 For apprentices who are not employed officially by the tattoo 

studio or business, they may still be eligible for ESA protections under the act as is defined by 

the following: “An employee includes a person who... receives training from an employer, if the 

skill in which the person is being trained is a skill used by the employer’s employees.”450 In 

discussion with the Ministry of Labour, Immigration, Training and Skills Development’s 

Employment Standards Information Centre, they maintained that the distinction of a tattoo 

apprentice as an employee would be distinguished on a case-by-case basis as determined by the 

complaint itself. As such, I would recommend apprentices at the very least consider contacting a 

lawyer or an Employment Standards staff member if there is evidence of the violation of 

employee standards by a studio. In Tina’s case, there appears to be some protections potentially 

available for artists and apprentices working in studios that are modelled on a commission-based 

system. As such, apprentices who are hired as employees are protected under the ESA and can 

pursue action if needed. 

As demonstrated with Tina’s legal case, there are protections for apprentices against 

predatory contracts. Her case concluded that there was an “inequality of bargaining power” 

between the studio owner and Tina, which rendered the contract void under unconscionability. 

This sets a legal precedent for protections against predatory contracts that attempt to solicit 

tuition payment retroactively. It is important to note that certain types of non-compete contracts 

are enforceable, such as non-solicitation clauses, but the establishment of the contract 

requirements must be reasonable. The 2011 case Cantelo v. Paton in Saskatchewan, ON, was 

dismissed on the grounds that the “restrictive covenant was not enforceable” due to the non-

 
449 Government of Ontario, “Your Guide to the Employment Standards Act.”  
450 Government of Ontario, “Your Guide to the Employment Standards Act.” 
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competition covenant of 200 miles, which was determined to be too broad.451 Furthermore, the 

ruling concluded “…this restrictive covenant was aimed at eliminating competition as opposed to 

protection of a genuine proprietary interest and is therefor against public policy.”452 Artists and 

apprentices still need to be careful about the contracts they sign, but these cases demonstrate that 

the contract must be both reasonable and made with an equality of bargaining power. 

Accessibility and Worker Protection 

In discussing the issues of finding safe artists who tattoo melanated skin, the statement by 

Sherlyn Assam particularly attracted my attention: “But trying to engage with this art form as a 

Black person and being denied the same access as everyone else is demoralizing. It’s hard to 

explain the embarrassment of being ostracized within a group that understands what it means to 

be an outcast.”453 Her use of the term access stood out to me as one of the core issues that these 

forms of discrimination produce—lack of access—be it to safe studios and artists, safe mentors, 

safe and sanitary supplies, or even best practices and knowledge. In addressing issues of access, 

artist jes sachse puts forward this advice: “The quickest sound bite on accessibility I can offer is: 

just go to people, talk to them, ask what they need and be prepared to mess up, listen, don’t make 

them do the work. Don’t be more afraid of the appearance of making a mistake than you are of a 

body being harmed.”454  

Tattooing is relational—it depends upon the connection between tattoo artist and tattooee. 

As such, mentorship is the critical focal point at which future artists are taught how to relate to 

their clients and facilitate a relationship with them. Furthermore, it is the point where technical 

skills are developed. Mentorship that does not include racialized clientele, nor teach the technical 

 
451 P.C.J. Koskie, Cantelo v. Paton, 2011 SKPC 186 (Saskatchewan Provincial Court December 5, 2011). 
452 Koskie, Cantelo v. Paton, 2011 SKPC 186. 
453 Assam, “Why Is It so Hard for People of Colour to Get Good Tattoos?” 
454 jes sachse, “Nurture Dance: A Love Letter to Conversation and Friendship in Art,” C Magazine, no. 135 (2017). 
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proficiency to tattoo melanated skin, ultimately results in inaccessibility. As such, I argue that 

mentors need to evaluate their teaching skills more critically and question if they are prepared to 

teach apprentices if they are not themselves comfortable or competent in tattooing racialized 

clients. I maintain that even established artists who have not developed this awareness and skill 

have both the ability and access to artists who are willing to continue their learning process. For 

mentors who have committed to the practice of teaching these skills to the next generation of 

artists, there is still ultimately a responsibility to facilitate an apprentice’s education by 

continuing to develop skills in communication and knowledge of the best practices of tattooing. 

In this respect, the leadership and community care shown by artists such as Ripley, as well as 

their mentor, reflect a valuable precedent and path forward. 
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Conclusion:  

The stories and perspectives of these thirteen tattoo artists reflect the ways in which 

precarity and the gig economy shape the experiences of artists working in the tattoo industry. It 

reflects the experiences of many artists more broadly. As Morgan and Nelligan state: 

As Andrew Ross (2009) has argued, art and artists – once the idiosyncratic opposites of 
Henry Ford’s and Frederick Taylor’s obedient machine watchers – are now the exemplary 
figures of new capitalism. They have skills and habits that were of no use on the 
production line but are now prized: symbolically innovative, iconoclastic and with fertile 
intellect. But at the same time, the definition of creativity has been stretched to include a 
sort of practical problem-solving savviness and, most importantly, the entrepreneurial 
spirit. So the new worker must not only be flexible, mobile and possessed of ‘transferable 
skills’ but prepared to lay art at the service of profit.455 
 

Each artist has, in their own way, grappled with the relationship between their desire to create 

art, especially within the collaborative model of tattooing, and the pressure to create profit. For 

some, this has meant they take on other jobs to financially support themselves. For others, this 

has meant making sacrifices to their health and wellbeing in order to maintain the level of 

productivity that would generate enough profit for them to support themselves. Many artists have 

weathered abusive tattoo studio workplaces due to their financial precarity within the industry, 

particularly during their apprenticeship process or as a newly established artist. Moreover, many 

artists are forced to engage with forms of entrepreneurship, from learning how to build and run a 

studio, to the pressure to maintain a constant social media presence and become a “content 

creator” to facilitate an ongoing clientele. Each of these reflect the increased risk of entering 

creative industries professionally, as Morgan and Nelligan argue:  

Workers are less able to rely on communities, institutions and skills than in the past. So 
the pursuit of creative vocation is a gamble, especially if it involves long periods of 
training. This may not be apparent to students when they enrol, but most soon become 
aware of oversupply, of flexploitation, of mundane jobs that masquerade as creative, of a 
life of long struggle.456 

 
455 Morgan and Nelligan, The Creativity Hoax, 20. 
456 Morgan and Nelligan, The Creativity Hoax, 40. 
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Their emphasis on the exploitation and precarity of students is particularly relevant to the state of 

apprenticeship within tattooing in a modern context. Artists universally agreed that 

apprenticeships were remarkably less available than in previous years and hold increased risks of 

exploitation. This is apparent in the shift from one-on-one mentorship to apprentice farms, as 

well as the rise of tattoo schools, and paid apprenticeships. As a result, this dissertation has 

compiled the following recommendations to improve the industry and address these issues. 

Recommendations for Apprenticeship in Tattooing 

 Throughout my conversations with the dissertation’s participants, as well as in 

conversation with artists whom I have spoken to personally, there are a multitude of suggestions 

for how to improve the apprenticeship model in tattooing. Here, I aim to summarize and compare 

the main suggestions that artists have made. These recommendations, to me, present the 

strongest potential for positive change while maintaining the benefits of the apprenticeship 

method within tattooing. 

Establishment of College Education Before Apprenticeship 

 A number of artists expressed interest or desire for an educational college course for 

novice apprentices to participate in before attending an apprenticeship. They emphasized that this 

type of education would not include teaching tattoo techniques or having the student tattoo. 

Modern forms of “tattoo schools” that aim to teach tattooing are intensely disliked by tattooists. 

Instead, this type of course would be an opportunity for students to learn the history, science, and 

protocols of tattooing, including tattoo-specific bloodborne pathogen training, anatomy and 

physiology, information about machines, needles, and equipment, and the structures of tattoo 

business, with emphasis on elements like submitting taxes. Tina noted how better transparency of 

the business aspects and realities of the industry could inform potential artists about whether or 
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not tattooing was the appropriate career choice for them. Ferdinand, a piercer and tattoo studio 

owner, argued that standardized education would be highly applicable to learning piercing and 

other forms of body modification:  

So, in Ferdinand’s perfect world, I would like to see there being like a two semester, one 
year college program for tattoo artists, piercers, whatever, even estheticians. You go in, 
you get a little bit of business courses, you get an anatomy and physiology course in 
there. Let’s throw in a bloodborne pathogen and first aid course. And then it wouldn’t 
specifically teach you how to pierce or tattoo. But like, here are the components of a 
tattoo machine. Here’s a needle, here’s how a piercing needle works… and it’s not just 
straight through, you have to take the angle of the bevel into account as well when you’re 
doing a piercing. There’s a lot of just that kind of stuff. 
 

Artists, including Ferdinand, emphasized that most of the early apprenticeship education 

involves teaching these elements, particularly safe and sterile protocols, and that the 

standardization of best practices would be highly beneficial to the industry. Furthermore, this 

suggestion is one solution to the issues of variance in knowledge that result from a singular 

mentor-apprentice relationship, as highlighted by participants such as Tina. Keith similarly 

expressed a desire for a form of standardized course on the basics of tattooing before an 

apprenticeship, stating: 

This thing doesn’t have to be a three year, two year course, it could literally be six 
months of something that you do a couple of hours a day and you get that little certificate 
that says, hey, I can tattoo people now. That’s what I mean, it could be the minimal 
amount of actual sciency clinical certification pieces, it doesn’t have to be so crazy. But 
everybody should have those. 
 

Participants including Stabby, Luna, and Tina similarly expressed interest in forms of 

standardized tattoo curriculum. Luna emphasized the importance of education on tattoo history 

and the multitude of cultural practices of tattooing, which are often excluded from tattoo 

education by mentors. Tina highlighted this element, stating, “Another one, I think that’s really 

big for me is just, knowledge and acknowledgments of where the craft comes from.” M.K., 

Ripley, and Ambrose expressed an urgent need for better education on tattooing melanated skin, 
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and for the correction of misinformation and racism within the industry. As Ripley put it, “If 

you’re a tattooer who thinks that you can’t tattoo colour on dark skin, go look at colour theory 

again.” Keith expressed similar needs for education on the realities of risk regarding HIV 

transmission and the elimination of forms of stigmatization associated with tattooing. As noted in 

Chapter 2, standardized education on tattooing would contribute significantly to the 

establishment of accessible standards for both artists and customers, as outlined by The 

Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act. With AODA guidelines as a baseline, further 

implementation of accessibility measures specific to tattooing could be bolstered. Furthermore, 

standardized education could inform artists of their rights as workers under the Ontario Human 

Rights Code and better protect both apprentices and tattooists from discrimination. 

Establishment of Tattooing as a Red Seal Trade 

 In conjunction with the suggestion of a formalized pre-apprenticeship course on 

tattooing, several artists argued that the establishment of tattooing as a Red Seal trade would 

standardize knowledge, protect and pay apprentices, maintain the current education of tattooing 

through apprenticeship, and establish stronger standards stipulating who could mentor. As 

Bandit Shaw stated: 

I think that industry would rather things tighten up because of how saturated the tattoo 
market is already. It’s very much like people going into HVAC, woodworking, stuff like 
that. You’ve already got so many apprentices and not a lot of actual masters that can take 
on those apprentices. So actually, if tattooing was like that, where there’s set masters, and 
apprentices that have gone to their schools have to seek out those masters to apprentice 
under. And then they can kind of graduate from there and work like ten years until they’re 
also considered a trades master, that would probably help a lot. 
 

They further outlined how establishing tattooing as a Red Seal trade would mitigate issues that 

involve teaching tattooing out of post-secondary education institutions, noting, “I wouldn’t want 

them learning any technical tattooing stuff out of a school. Because, again, the teacher is 
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teaching a fuck ton of people at the same time, or it’s an online thing. And you can’t quality 

check and watch everyone’s bad habits at the same time.” As such, maintaining the current 

apprenticeship system would allow the individual learning needed for tattooing. Tina similarly 

stated, “I do think [apprenticeship] is a good structure for learning, given the right situation.” She 

expanded, “I don’t know, there’s the Red Seal trades, right? So they have established mentorship 

programs, the mentors get paid, the apprentices get paid. And there’s documentation through the 

process. And then the end, you, you know, get tested to make sure that you’re up to snuff.” Both 

artists emphasize the trades as a beneficial option to improve the standards of education for 

tattoo apprentices. M.K. stated, “To be a mechanic, you go to school, and then you apprentice in 

a shop. And then your mentors have a list of milestones you need to hit before you can proceed 

to the next level.” The emphasis on properly educated and trained mentors was highly important 

to artists. Standardized education and technique in tattooing would be one way to combat the 

precarity of gig work, especially for newer or self-taught tattooists.  

Apprentices as Employees 

 A more contested suggestion was that apprentices should be paid for the labour they 

provide to the studio, such as cleaning, set-ups and teardowns, and client interactions. Bandit 

Shaw highlights the reasons she believes apprentices should be paid as such: “I’m not going to 

pay you for sitting and maybe drawing or sitting in with me watching me because to me, that is 

schooling. But I definitely want to pay you for answering my emails for me, setting up my 

station, running our wash bottles, sweeping and mopping. You deserve to be paid for that, that is 

work.” Ambrose emphasized that pay for apprentices would be beneficial: 

Honestly, as an apprentice, I’d love to be paid. I hate free work. I hate it. And they’re 
artists. The way the industry sees it, it’s a good trade off. I’m sharing and giving you my 
knowledge in return for you to do this great job. Honestly, I just hate the ego that 
tattooers have, I just don’t get it. Where they’re just like, I’m giving you my rare and 
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ancient knowledge of tattooing, so you have to work for me for free and I just don’t get it. 
I think it’d be nice to pay if you see an apprentice that’s worth it, and their art is nice. If 
you’re like, I feel like this person is going to be a great asset to my shop eventually. Pay 
them. I don’t care if it’s minimum wage, pay them something. There’s like different ways 
that people have gotten around it, like working front desk. 
 

Ferdinand was one such artist who explained the difficulties in modifying the trade-for-labour 

model, as he outlined: 

Now when it comes to paying apprentices, it’s really tricky. It’s very tricky. Because it’s, 
you could look at it as, “I am teaching you a skill that you are not paying me to learn.” 
So, but I get it, you need to live as well. So yes, apprentices should be paid somehow. The 
how? I haven’t figured out. Unlike other trades that are like, official trades, according to 
the province. They get government funding for the apprentices… even the Ministry of 
labour does not know how to handle it, right, because we’re an unregulated industry. 
That’s the problem… it’s that we’re not regulated. There’s no real oversight except for 
public health. Personally, I think, just like any other trade, you pay to go to school, you 
get set up with a studio to continue your training. And then the government helps pay for 
that training in one way or another. 
 

In his suggestion, the establishment of tattooing as a Red Seal trade would constitute the best 

avenue for paying apprentices. Tina similarly emphasized that although the establishment of 

tattooing through Red Seal trades would be ideal, they would like to see payment for apprentices 

regardless:  

… but I do think mentors should at least give their apprentices a stipend. I know that a lot 
of times, good mentors, they’ll provide the equipment and the tools and the space. But I 
think also being established yourself, and having someone carry on your legacy and your 
craft, there’s a certain level of care that you have to do in terms of getting them into a 
secure place where they can actually do the work, right. 
 

Ripley strongly supported paying apprentices’ wages, or at the very least, minimum wage, 

arguing, “I don’t think it should be exploitative. I don’t think it should be cheap or free labour. 

Even at hair salons, apprentices get paid minimum wage, which is still totally exploitive, but you 

know, at least they’re getting paid something.” I would further like to highlight that in employing 

apprentices, they would be better protected by the Ontario Employment Standards Act, which 

could bolster apprentice rights significantly. 
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Harm Reduction 

 Many artists included forms of harm reduction as a major element of change needed 

within tattooing. Harm reduction as method strongly supports safer methods for tattooing while 

addressing artists’ concerns about poor regulation, which should only be implemented if it is 

safe, efficacious, and broadly beneficial to all types of tattoo artist. While highly stringent 

regulations on health and safety may represent, from a legal or authoritative perspective, the best 

way forward, it places many artists in further precarity or even criminalization. I emphasize this 

particularly as it applies to forms of Indigenous and cultural tattooing practices that already face 

greater scrutiny and stigmatization. Didi emphasized the importance of safe tattoo practices but 

opposed stringent regulation that would bar tattooists from entry or practice. They stated, 

“Hopefully you use sterile equipment. But beyond that, tattooing to me is folk art. There’s no 

right and wrong way to do it.” Didi explained that their approach towards tattooing and 

regulation stems from their involvement in community harm reduction work and the reduction of 

shame. She argued that forms of gatekeeping and restrictions on the access to knowledge and 

materials are counterproductive, thereby contributing to unsafe tattooing. She summarized, “I 

don’t want to say that there should be some kind of more of a barrier, it seems there should be 

less barriers to equipment and things in order for people that do that safely.” As Ferdinand 

explained, “I don’t want to see it more regulated unless it’s proper regulations. But I’d like to see 

it more formal. Like, there’s a structure to it. And people looking at the industry as… it being an 

industry and not just a cool subculture. I mean, it is, but we have to realize that piercing [and 

tattooing] has grown so much.” Tina emphasized that information and education about proper 

sanitation and hygiene procedures should be widely and openly available, and that this would 
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reduce the number of people tattooing unsafely, “I do think if hygiene was a more of a common 

knowledge. I don’t think that that should be gatekept…”  

Regulation 

 Artists raised a few important suggestions for forms of regulation that do not contribute 

to gatekeeping in the industry. As discussed in Chapter 1, the implementation of more stringent 

requirements for the production and sale of tattoo ink would be one significant improvement. As 

the REACH protocols have already established a precedent for the necessary requirements, the 

enactment of more stringent tattoo ink regulations could be easily established within Canada. In 

particular, the European Chemicals Agency has already published restriction proposals on 

hazardous chemicals (both pigment and preservatives) in tattoo ink, alongside safer colour 

alternatives.457 The REACH protocols provide more rigorous manufacturing requirements for 

ingredient labeling and sterilization methods, which addresses the current issues with both 

bacterial contamination in unopened inks (as demonstrated by the FDA) and mislabeling of ink 

ingredients (as shown by the Swierk group).458 Stronger regulation of tattoo ink itself would 

better guarantee consumer safety and decrease the chance of both bacterial infection or reactions 

to ink ingredients. This type of regulation can be implemented without affecting the availability 

of tattoo ink for artists of all types. Similarly, stronger regulation on the composition and sale of 

body jewelry, particularly metal type and colour,459 would similarly create better safety standards 

 
457 European Chemicals Agency, “REACH Restriction of Hazardous Substances in Tattoo Inks and Permanent 
Make-Up;” Council of Europe, “Resolution on Requirements and Criteria for the Safety of Tattoos and Permanent 
Make-up (Superseding Resolution ResAP(2003)2 on Tattoos and Permanent Make-Up) (Adopted by the Committee 
of Ministers on 20 February 2008 at the 1018th Meeting of the Ministers’ Deputies),” ResAP(2008)1 § (2008), 
https://search.coe.int/cm#{%22CoEIdentifier%22:[%2209000016805d3dc4%22],%22sort%22:[%22CoEValidation
Date%20Descending%22]}. 
458 European Chemicals Agency, “REACH Restriction of Hazardous Substances in Tattoo Inks and Permanent 
Make-Up. 
459 Currently, body jewelry can be coloured through a few different methods. These include PVD (Physical Vapor 
Deposition) coating, metal electroplating, and anodizing (largely done to the metals niobium and titanium). 
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for customers. As many artists noted, many reputable ink companies expect proof of professional 

association with a tattoo studio, which disadvantages many artists, especially Indigenous cultural 

tattooists. Access to safe ink for all tattoo artists is a form of harm reduction and would reduce 

the chance of negative health impacts on all levels, including DIY tattooing. The removal of 

third-party gatekeeping by individual tattoo supply companies is an additional form of harm 

reduction, which better ensures that any person who engages with tattooing has access to sterile, 

safe equipment. 

 Artists touched on a few important suggestions for modifications to the existing systems 

of regulation for tattooing. First, several artists proposed the creation and dissemination of 

bloodborne pathogen training specifically tailored for body modification professionals. This 

would provide a stronger knowledge base for apprentices and other artists interested in tattooing 

(or other forms of body modification). It would support the establishment of a better standard for 

best practices in the industry. Second, many artists suggested that specific training for health 

inspectors on the best practice standards for both tattooing and piercing would be of significant 

improvement. Artists stressed that health inspectors are not knowledgeable enough on the 

industry to evaluate the studio appropriately; they especially highlighted that artists should 

demonstrate a setup and breakdown during the inspection, and that inspectors should know the 

specific parameters for this. The creation of tattoo and piercing specific evaluations for 

inspectors would be a salient modification to the existing regulations for tattooing. Importantly, 

this must be done in conjunction with these professionals at the helm. As Ferdinand mentioned, 

some previous suggestions for revisions to existing health and safety practices have been 

unsuccessful due to the lack of inclusion of body modification professionals in the decision-

 
Additionally, plastic and silicone body jewelry are available for sale, but they are not safe, especially for longer-term 
wear. Anodized niobium or titanium is generally considered the safest option. 
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making process. As such, the creation of a provincial advisory committee or similar selection of 

experts that could create and advise modifications to the regulatory process is of the utmost 

importance. 

Capitalism, Institutions, and the Arts 

 Artists have created and adapted to capitalism through the production of a docile body, as 

outlined by Foucault, which is autonomously “economic.” This is, of course, at odds with the 

ethos of creation. The act of “making” takes time, both in a productive labour sense, but also in 

the generation of ideas, the need for rest, and a need to engage with the broader world. A tattoo 

artist must create time to design and draw each piece of artwork they tattoo; they must have time 

to book their clients, set up for each appointment, and engage in the collaborative process of 

stencilling and tattooing. The productivity of artists is limited by their own physical constraints, 

as well as by how long the client is physically able to sit for the tattoo (and afford to pay for the 

session). Despite this, artists are subtly coerced into forms of disembodiment and maximal 

productivity. As Schwan and Shapiro summarize of disciplinary power that produces docility, 

“… ‘docility’ creates a mode of total supervision, where the individual faces an ‘uninterrupted, 

constant coercion’ through the new use of ‘time, space, movement’, which are segmented into 

smaller units, and ‘the processes of the activity’ are even more important than ‘its result’.”460 

Therefore, artists are held between expectations of productivity and constant activity and the 

timescale that the act of making exists within. The expansion of forms of discipline is evident in 

the ways that tattoo artists are increasingly pressured to spend the maximum amount of their time 

tattooing. As Foucault argues, “Over the whole surface of contact between the body and the 

object it handles, power is introduced, fastening them to one another. It constitutes a body-

 
460 Schwan and Shapiro, How to Read Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, 99. 
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weapon, body-tool, body-machine complex.”461 Tattooing becomes associated less with the act 

of art making and more with the body becoming an “apparatus of production.”462 Unpaid 

apprentices, then, become the supplemental labour to maximize productivity within the 

ecosystem of the tattoo studio. Reliance on apprentices to perform the labour duties of cleaning, 

set-ups, breakdowns, as well as front-counter duties such as client booking, all maximize the 

efficiency of the system for capitalist production. At the same time, there are clear deteriorations 

that come from this approach. Participants such as Tina, Raz, and Luna identified how proper 

hygiene is often neglected, that rapport with clientele is reduced, and that the physical toll on 

their bodies from constantly tattooing is greater, among others. Additionally, this system is 

highly reliant on the unpaid labour exploitation of apprentices, many of whom are not being 

educated appropriately in return.  

 The resistance to forms of discipline is nebulous due to its nature. Shwan and Shapiro 

state:  

Discipline works on a small scale; it operates at the level of individuals, not masses, and 
uses ‘minor procedures’ to create a ‘calculated, but permanent economy’ (170) of control. 
The three main instruments that it uses are: hierarchical observation, normalizing 
judgment and the combination of the two in the form of the examination. Hierarchical 
observation coerces individuals by making them clearly visible and keeping them under 
watch. It works by constructing (architectural) space in ways that allow for total 
supervision, especially in ways where the viewer remains unseen by the viewed.463 

 
Foucault emphasizes that normality becomes a mode of social control, stating, “The Normal is 

established as a principle of coercion…” adding, “Like surveillance and with it, normalization 

becomes one of the great instruments of power,” requiring constant vigilance of one’s own 

actions.464 As articulated by many participants, the social reinforcement of expectations 

 
461 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 153. 
462 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 153. 
463 Schwan and Shapiro, How to Read Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, 115. 
464 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 184.  
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regarding normality are subtle. In the case of queerness, we can especially see this in the way 

verbal speech and humour are used to subjugate and Other queer apprentices/tattooists within the 

studio space. As Billig argues: 

This theory does not connect humour with a particular sort of social arrangement. 
Instead, it is a universal theory, claiming that all social life requires the disciplinary force 
of ridicule. This is why humour is to be found in all cultures. The argument connects 
humour with discipline and, hence, with power. Even the micro-dynamics of power are 
involved when parents joke with children. All too often, theorists have overlooked the 
power dynamics of humour, especially those that occur when adults find amusement in 
the behaviour of children.465 
 

Foucault argues that hierarchy is constructed through social surveillance, which is enacted 

through both the act of looking and grading and, as a result, social norms are conveyed through 

the use of shame, humour, and “the field of documentation.”466 The articulation of hierarchy 

through social ranking as determined by productivity has especially strong impacts on disabled 

individuals; as Foucault notes, those who are unable to perform social normativity are 

“repressively ostracized and excluded.”467 Shwan and Shapiro summarize: 

In these institutions, authorities had control over individuals whom they could 
differentiate through tactics of binary division (‘mad/sane; dangerous/harmless; 
normal/abnormal’, 199) and coercive assignment, where people are distributed according 
to evaluations, which will determine what they must do. In this way, individuals are both 
excluded and included through constant, individualizing examination – they are 
‘brand[ed]’ and ‘alter[ed]’ at the same time (199).468 
 

Artie Vierkant and Beatrice Adler-Bolton argue that the imbrication of capitalism with 

conceptions of health (or wellness, as articulated by Hedva) constructs the binarism articulated 

by Foucault, distinguishing what they term “working class from waste class.”469 They state: 

 
465 Billig, Laughter and Ridicule, 214. 
466 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 123-124. 
467 Schwan and Shapiro, How to Read Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, 128. 
This association with disability is no exaggeration, as Foucault explicitly uses the example of a leper colony. 
468 Schwan and Shapiro, How to Read Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, 129. 
469 Beatrice Adler-Bolton and Artie Vierkant, Health Communism (Verso, 2022), 160. 
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The biological fascist fantasy that constitutes “health” is of enormous importance to 
capital. As we have seen throughout Health Communism, capital has both shaped health 
and shaped itself around health. In the process, one of capital’s most critical 
vulnerabilities has been left in plain sight. It is therefore necessary to sever the ties 
between health and capital. Doing so requires an understanding of where the 
vulnerabilities lie—from which sites to cleave. As we have argued, it is necessary for left 
political projects to both centre the surplus populations and also to categorically refute 
the political, biostatistical, and sociological stratifications that lie at the centre of the very 
construction of the surplus. Liberation from the state and capital’s sympathetic capacities 
of extractive abandonment will require no less than the total refutation of those 
categorized as “surplus” as somehow “less than.”470 
 

Talcott Parsons, in his creation of the term “the sick role,” articulated that any form of illness or 

disability is socially sanctioned as deviant behaviour.471 He states:  

Illness is predominantly a withdrawal into a dependent relation, it is asking to be “taken 
care of.” It uses disability as the basis of legitimation of this claim. Since, unlike 
hoboism, illness implies the assertion of a claim upon others, it provides, as we shall see, 
a point of “leverage” for social control which is not so readily available without the 
underlying con formative motivational structure.472 
 

Parsons emphasizes that the sick role is institutionalized and relational to structures of 

criminality; I argue the relational deviancy that underpins the two is directly associated with the 

inability/refusal/defiance of expectations to conform to the performance of labour under 

capitalism.473 Eli Clare challenges the social constructions of disability within language through 

the implicit ties to “unable,” stating:  

I think about language. I often call nondisabled people able-bodied, or when I’m feeling 
confrontational, temporarily able-bodied. But if I call myself disabled in order to describe 
how the ableist world treats me as a person with cerebral palsy, then shouldn’t I call 
nondisabled people enabled?”474  
 

This concept of enablement is directly associated with the construction of wellness; binarism is 

drawn between “enabled” workers and “disabled” surplus, which stands in opposition to the 

 
470 Adler-Bolton and Vierkant, Health Communism, 159. 
471 Talcott Parsons, The Social System (Quid Pro Books, 1951), 285. 
472 Parsons, The Social System, 285. 
473 Parsons, The Social System, 312. 
474 Eli Clare, Exile and Pride Disability, Queerness, and Liberation (Duke University Press, 1999), 81-82. 
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reality that “disability” is a dynamic spectrum experienced by every individual. Vierkant and 

Adler-Bolton argue, “It is not simply that capital has formed itself around health and constructed 

our idea of health in the process. Capital also resides in health, as its host.”475 They add, “But 

capital cannot kill its host body, or it would have nowhere to reside, nothing to exploit, a barren 

universe. It is for this reason that capital only fears health.”476 In challenging the effects of 

discipline within capitalism and enabling new labour practices, they argue the separation of 

health and capital is paramount to create change.477 

To separate and challenge modes of health and capitalism, it is necessary to identify the 

subjectification of marginalized communities and individuals. Reflecting on Beer’s assertion that 

the purpose of a system is what it does, the classification of disabled (as well as queer and other 

marginalized individuals) as “surplus” within our social hierarchies is a deliberate articulation of 

discipline. The panoptic surveillance of every individual is not possible from a top-down 

approach, but by socially distinguishing, punishing, and excluding small, identifiably deviant 

groups or individuals, systems of control are maintained rhizomatically. Shwan and Shapiro 

explain how discipline is maintained:  

To prevent these horizontal linkages, discipline both partitions and makes hierarchizing 
distinctions to scramble any possible social connections among the lower classes, while 
also increasing the efficiency of these smaller units by means of ‘hierarchical 
surveillance, continuous registration, perpetual assessment and classification’ (220).478 
 

In addressing the challenges that artists face, particularly queer, disabled, and racialized artists, it 

is important to note that disciplinary pressures and social scrutiny is leveraged disproportionately 

towards these communities and individuals. One of the research questions posed by this 

 
475 Adler-Bolton and Vierkant, Health Communism, 163. 
476 Adler-Bolton and Vierkant, Health Communism, 163. 
477 Adler-Bolton and Vierkant, Health Communism, 9, 163. 
478 Schwan and Shapiro, How to Read Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, 135; Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 220. 
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dissertation was if tattooing upheld forms of White supremacy culture. I believe there are 

demonstrably clear indications that tattooing is both influenced by and continues to exert forms 

of White supremacy; moreover, so do many arts institutions more broadly. Tema Okun identifies 

fifteen interconnected characteristics of White supremacy culture found within the social fabric 

of our culture:  

Perfectionism, a sense of urgency, defensiveness and/or denial, quantity over quality, 
worship of the written word, the belief in one “right” way, paternalism, either/or binary 
thinking, power hoarding, fear of open conflict, individualism, progress defined as more, 
the right to profit, objectivity, and the right to comfort.479 
 

Many of these characteristics are deeply connected to our ideals of success and normalcy; as 

Okun argues, “…our institutions not only value these characteristics, they to some extent require 

them and constantly reproduce them in order to benefit from them.”480 Furthermore, many of 

these characteristics, such as a sense of urgency, perfectionism, or individualism, are associated 

with our social expectations of the productive worker. As I have indicated, our conception of the 

productive worker is deeply imbricated with our social codes of normalcy, which we have been 

taught to perform through forms of disembodiment, and which is enforced through modes of 

discipline, surveillance, and punishment. Our experience of education is tied to forms of 

surveillance and comparison, which reinforce many characteristics of White supremacy culture. 

Shwan and Shapiro summarize Foucault’s five distinct operations of discipline as such: 

…it forces individuals to be compared against a larger group wherein they are 
differentiated according to their adherence to a rule; it makes this rule a minimum 
threshold, an average or optimal result which one should aim for (neither too far above or 
below this median); it uses numbers (‘quantitative terms’), rather than descriptive 
accounts, to measure the ideal value of individuals; these numbers stand as rules that 
constrain behaviour; and it characterizes those who fail to conform, in either direction 
from the median, as ‘abnormal’.481 

 
479 Tema Okun, “White Supremacy Culture Characteristics,” White Supremacy Culture, 2021, 
https://www.whitesupremacyculture.info/characteristics.html. 
480 Okun, “White Supremacy Culture Characteristics.” 
481 Schwan and Shapiro, How to Read Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, 119; Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 183. 

https://www.whitesupremacyculture.info/characteristics.html
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As a result, the use of meritocracy, wherein economic and political power is held by people that 

are selected for their abilities or talents, is strongly utilized. Jeff Chang argues this continues to 

enforce Whiteness as a dominant hegemony: 

Merit, whether measured through test scores or personality traits or extracurricular 
activities, is simply about numbers that are attached to whiteness, modified by minor 
accommodations. Factors such as poverty, geography, high-school performance are used 
to account for de facto segregation. All of this leaves intact a system of schooling that 
sustains inequity and injustice. Meritocracy is whiteness at work, and schooling itself is 
our society’s formalized, institutionalized, most widely distributed, and best vehicle to 
pass on the knowledges that constitute the production and reproduction of culture and 
society.482 
 

The social values we attribute to merit are therefore intrinsically tied to the characteristics of 

White supremacy culture as defined by Okun. In the tattoo industry, we can see these exhibited 

in the performance of increased productivity and “hustle culture,” alongside forms of 

disembodiment, including the normalization and expectation to endure physical bodily pain from 

the labour of tattooing.  

Historically, one frequent response to forms of oppression especially found within 

professional and institutional settings has been through an emphasis on diversity. As Chang 

argues, the original intention of affirmative action was “meant just to be a small form of 

reparations, a small step towards equity and justice and accommodation…” that is part of a larger 

social goal towards true equity. David J. Getsy and Che Gossett state on the institutional 

emphasis for “diverse” representation, “Visibility is frequently assumed to be a worthy political 

goal, but visibility also comes with costs, dangers, and agonisms.”483 They further outline: 

The art museum is historically predicated on the mutually reinforcing ideas that the work 
of art is a present site of aesthetic experience while also being a representative of a 

 
482 Jeff Chang, “The Diversity Bargain: Asian Americans, Whiteness, and Justice,” in On Whiteness, ed. The Racial 
Imaginary Institute (SPBH Essays, 2022), 53. 
483 David J. Getsy and Che Gossett, “A Syllabus on Transgender and Nonbinary Methods for Art and Art History,” 
Art Journal 80, no. 4 (October 2, 2021): 107. 
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context from the past. Both of these positions presume that the work of art makes visible 
its playing of these roles, but many transgender histories have been tied up with a refusal 
of scrutiny and visibility.484 
 

Both arts institutions and arts research remain highly focused on diversity and visibility, which 

can come at the cost of neglect towards other important avenues for social change and equity. As 

long as institutions continue to rely on forms of meritocracy centered in Whiteness, Chang states, 

“diversity is a preservation of whiteness, the undoing of justice.”485 Addressing the multiplicity 

of experiences that artists face in their encounters with discipline under capitalism, particularly 

within the context of the gig economy, must therefore be carefully handled within institutional 

spaces, including academic research. Hierarchies of knowledge stemming from “objectivity” 

alongside stronger authority and respect for the written word over other forms of knowledge are 

continually replicated within academic frameworks. By drawing from a multi-disciplinary 

framework, this dissertation has attempted to create new precedents of holistic research that 

encompasses both communities that have been historically excluded and marginalized from 

intuitions, as well as arts industries that are neglected within art historical discourse. The use of 

oral history methodologies, including the use of case studies and a shared authority research 

model, are one such possibility to address extractive research methods, which often hierarchize 

ways of knowing by their “legitimacy” within a legacy of “objective” research. Further, it aims 

to maintain the lived experiences and contexts of research participants alongside their opinions 

and arguments; this not only addresses research within a holistic framework more adequately, but 

it also provides opportunity for further interpretation of the case study content by other readers. 

As such, this dissertation has attempted to bolster future scholarship by allowing space for new 

interpretations and readings of these participants’ experiences. In addition, the application of 
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participant-based research done with Western University’s Human Research Ethics approval for 

art historical scholarship demonstrates the ways in which qualitative research methods can 

generate new forms of knowledge within the discipline. Moreover, the application of shared 

authority structures provides better transparency to research participants on the use and 

dissemination of their data, stories, and knowledge before publication. Shared authority 

generates opportunities to shape final research conclusions, withdraw or edit material throughout 

the process, and convey feedback through the process. There are inherent power dynamics to 

forms of research with human subjects that can result in an imbalance of power between an 

academic researcher and their research participants; it is imperative that art history as a discipline 

critically evaluate the current limitations or deficiencies in the research methodologies that are 

commonly utilized. As such, shared authority is one element within such research methodologies 

that can address issues of both the absent citizen and the crisis of representation by employing a 

form of the citizenship model, which enables research participants to remain stewards of their 

knowledge throughout the entire research process. 

In examining the pressures that artists face under current capitalist economies within arts 

industries, it becomes evident that the “climate of competitive individualism where overwork, 

exploitation and poverty are the norm” has had deleterious effects.486 When considering the ways 

in which art historical research intersects with contemporary art, it is particularly evident that 

further consideration about the effects of post-Fordist, neo-liberal capitalism on artists and art 

institutions is necessary. This dialogue is particularly necessary when placed within the context 

of Osman’s “crisis of representation.”487 As trans Indigenous artist Whess Harman states, “One 

of the many failures of institutional spaces is that they seek to fill positions with diverse (read: 
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racialized) hires without having the capacity to hold what that diversity of experience and 

realities comes with.”488 More specifically, they state that institutional spaces rarely hold the 

capacity for the interruptions that many “diverse” workers experience in their ability to work, 

which may necessitate time off, slower paced work, and perceptions of time that are outside of 

the hegemonic construction of time as articulated by Foucault (this includes queer or crip time, 

among others).489 This often influences and determines who exists successfully within 

institutional spaces and workplaces; this controls who is able to create art and, further, who has 

the capacity to research art academically. Harman argues, “Good cultural leaders, in my 

experience, invest in unexpected stoppages because they recognize that it might be more 

valuable to a colleague’s personhood to be elsewhere, in service of other work.”490 Additionally, 

it is important to note that successful participation in arts institutions such as academia can prime 

the researcher (or other professional) to perpetuate expectations and standards that have legacies 

in White supremacy, which continue to harm many subjects. As D’Souza argues, “Institutions 

must either actively work to dismantle white supremacy or they are, simply put, reinforcing it—

benefiting from the privileges it offers to some and not others.”491 Accordingly, the application of 

embodied reflexivity and an ongoing critical evaluation of the production of knowledge in the 

arts is necessary. 

Future Research 

A trend that has been demonstrated both within this dissertation and more broadly in arts-

based professions is the replication of systemic barriers within gig economy spaces. As Schor 

 
488 Whess Harman, “Body as Blockade,” C Magazine, August 15, 2025, https://cmagazine.com/articles/body-as-
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491 Aruna D’Souza, “The Case for Museum Reparations,” In On Whiteness, ed. by The Racial Imaginary Institute, 
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and Attwood-Charles state, “To date, we find that the platform economy seems to be 

disproportionately benefitting better‐off, highly educated people.”492 Within tattooing, the ability 

to work through an unpaid apprenticeship reflects a position of economic privilege. This is 

further replicated in other arts industries, especially through the expectation of unpaid labour, be 

that in the form of unpaid internships, the pressure to publish, or the creation of exhibitions that 

do not pay their artists (among others). Piper notes that “The idea that formalist art should hold a 

preeminent place in the absolute scale of values, and so appropriate preeminent space 

in our ethnically and socioeconomically variegated cultural scheme…” is a form of “ideological 

fiction.”493 Despite the influence that these economic, political, and social implications have on 

almost every artist, there is an ongoing need for better critical engagement with the “ideological 

fiction, generated by existing arts institutions, that is difficult to justify objectively.”494 As 

identified by Chang, Okun, and Adler-Bolton and Vierkant, the social fabric of our culture as 

well as existing institutions continues to reward and teach forms of White supremacy culture, 

which is structured by disciplinary systems under capitalism. In addressing the ways that change 

can be enacted at both a systemic and personal level, Piper argues, “I should like to conclude this 

discussion by suggesting that one necessary condition of effective political reform of any social 

institution is a clear understanding of how that institution functions, and of one’s own role in 

perpetuating it.”495 By interrogating the hierarchies of artistic study, it is evident that scholarship 

in art history remains oriented towards artwork that continues to engage with certain formalist 

values and presumptions of taste. Explorations of other forms of making, including craft practice, 

as well as other forms of arts industries and professions, remains critically under evaluated 
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within art historical scholarship. In particular, I wish to emphasize the lack of scholarship on arts 

practices that exist outside of exhibition and art institutional contexts, such as the evaluation of 

contemporary tattooing practices. 

 With regard to tattooing more specifically, there are significant areas for future research. 

There continues to be an absence of research that includes the voices of a large spectrum of 

artists, particularly those who have been historically advantaged by the current system. In the 

consideration of implementing new forms of regulation or policy, the inclusion of these 

individuals and communities is of consequence.  

Additionally, artists touched on several notable topics that could not be fully addressed 

within this dissertation. Of particular consideration is the ongoing and quickly evolving 

relationship that artists have with digital content creation and entrepreneurship. Artists such as 

Ambrose and Petek, for example, described their discomfort with the growing demand for artists 

to be digital content creators. The use of digital platforms and social media content creation in 

gig economy work is highly expansive, but “met with ineffective protections from discrimination 

and harassment that would otherwise be available… in a traditional workplace.”496  

There is a substantial need for further engagement with regard to the emotional labour 

associated with tattooing, which could include better training and support for artists.497 Studies 

have demonstrated that individuals with multiple and visible tattoos are more likely to have a 

mental health diagnosis; but further, also scored significantly higher than non-tattooed people in 

high self-esteem and personal power, and lower scores of anxiety and insomnia, indicating 

tattoos may play an important role in the process of healing and the construction of positive self-
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perceptions.498 Sara Kohlbeck et al. conducted a study on tattoo artists and suicide prevention, 

which demonstrates “that tattoo artists could serve as a conduit for public health messaging” 

including mental health support with adequate training, using the barbershop model.499 The 

barbershop model, wherein “public health professionals partnered with barber and beauty shops 

in African American communities to educate clients on a specified health topic and promote safe 

and healthy practices” is demonstrably successful due to the time and conversational nature of 

appointments in professions such as hair, as well as the ongoing rapport that professionals have 

with regular clientele.500  

Last, there is an important need for stronger worker protections within forms of gig 

economy work, particularly for marginalized populations. As Danial Sparks argues, “Digital 

sharing platforms benefit from the internal self-regulation of corporate social responsibility 

approach because it allows them to “virtue signal” by constructing a socially conscious brand 

image without an outside enforcement entity to hold them accountable for their policies.”501 This 

assertion has significant overlap with the experiences of many artists within this dissertation, 

including Luna, Raz, and Tina, among others, who described their studios as socially progressive 

to the clientele while hostile and discriminatory towards apprentices and artists. Forms of 

precarious employment, particularly gig work, exacerbate risks such as “increased work-related 

violence, family-work conflict, financial instability, compromised mental health outcomes, 

decreased well-being, and poorer perceived health.”502 As Katherine Salter, Elizabeth McGibbon, 

and Donna Halperin state: 
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Misclassification of workers as “self-employed” or an “independent contractor” increases 
worker vulnerability through loss of workplace, lack of access to formal benefits and 
support, and demands placed on personal resources to support task/gig completion. In 
addition, task-based gig work is decentralized, invisible and isolated. Creating supportive 
connections and communications between workers is often discouraged, as are reports of 
unsafe working conditions, attacks, or harassment from clients.503 
 

Their policy recommendations state that policy and protections need to “consider… the unique 

experiences and challenges faced by specific groups within the gig worker population.”504 In 

particular, they recommend: 

Change labour code worker classification and provide measurable mechanisms for 
improved access to worker rights, supports, benefits and protections to mitigate 
vulnerabilities associated with loss of workplace, including:  

o Equitable access to worker supports, benefits, compensation and protection. 
o Access to federally provided extended supports and benefits. 
o Access to income supplementation. 

Access to universal child and dependent care helps women reconcile demands of care 
provision with the demands of employment.505 
 

Although there are a milieu of ongoing and systemic forms of oppression experienced by artists 

working within the gig economy, including tattoo artists, this dissertation demonstrates that 

significant steps towards change have been undertaken. As such, I hope this work reveals some 

of the ways artists, particularly 2SLGBTQIA+, disabled, and racialized artists have created new 

precedents within tattooing. Further, I hope this work can support and inform change within the 

industry going forward. 
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Application Type: Study Closure Form 

Review Type: Delegated

Date Acknowledgement Issued: 27/Oct/2025 16:24 

                                                                                                                                              

Dear . Cody Barteet, 

 

The Western NMREB  has reviewed this application, and the closure of this study is acknowledged.  The WREM project for this study is now officially closed and the
data retention period indicated in your approved protocol/WREM application begins now. 

There can be no further participant contact or involvement and no further data collection, transfer, or sharing. 

The only study activities that should take place after a project involving human participants is closed are:

De-identified data analysis by the existing study team members to achieve the same objectives outlined in your last approved protocol/WREM application;
Preparation and dissemination of results; and
Sharing of open access data, if already approved by the REB.

Study records must be destroyed in accordance with institutional policies and procedures after the data retention period indicated in your approved protocol/WREM
application. 

Should you or any other researchers/students choose to pursue secondary analysis of the data collected for the above project (i.e., for a new purpose beyond the
objectives of the original project), separate REB approval may be required in accordance with TCPS2 Articles 2.4 and 5.5A/B. 

We recommend contacting the Office (ethics@uwo.ca) to confirm if ongoing analysis, future analysis, or data transfer/sharing requires further REB oversight.

Sincerely,

The Office of Human Research Ethics on behalf of Western University’s Research Ethics Boards      

Note: This correspondence includes an electronic signature (validation and approval via an online system that is compliant with all regulations).
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