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Stippling & Self-Expression: Tattoos’ Function in Healing Trauma 

     Raven Casey  

Nothing scares me more than permanency, although I understand the need to want 

concrete security just the same. As a recently orphaned young adult, I thought about 

tattooing grief on my body as proof of my story—until I realized, I would rather forget 

the trauma more often than remember it. The creation of personal narrative is 

multifaceted, often subconscious, and always inevitable. It is human nature to seek roles, 

and even materials, that match the constant evolution of our perceived identities. The art 

of tattooing is a tangible way to honor certain milestones in one’s personal narrative 

without the baggage of life-sized materials.  

 

Although personal belongings hinder geographical fluidity in a globalized marketplace 

and a seemingly smaller world, it is human nature to represent attachment in objects that 

have sentimental value. Material possessions establish a relationship between the self and 

the world; collected, bought, or found objects from travels may transpire on shelves to 

create conversation or to act as reminders (Bardhi, Eckhardt, & Arnould 881). However, 

even if their purpose is strictly for aesthetic reasons, these objects portray the outward 

association to the owner’s values and his or her relation to the world. Furthermore, family 

heirlooms serve as direct lines to identity. People bond and identify with their family 

members, especially if their upbringing was healthy and their memories of it are fond. 

Professors Fleura Bardhi, Giana M. Eckhardt, and Eric J. Arnould discuss this effect on 

immigrants in their essay for consumer research. They acknowledge that when 

immigrants move to a different country, they tend to keep material possessions that 

remind them of their home country to preserve the self, history, and culture (Bardhi et al. 

881-885). They argue that objects “anchor and stabilize identity in space” as they 

assimilate which is why immigrants often face cultural confusion in a different country. 

A dichotomy exists between forming a new identity in another culture, while still 

protecting the former and familiar lifestyle, a key component to their self-perceived 

identities. 

 

Because most countries hold a role in the contemporary global economy, a new 

subculture of relocation is surging, called global nomadism (Bardhi et al. 883). Global 

nomads are a subset of modern travelers, moving to and from different locations, often 

for seasonal work. They frequently become rooted in one place for a job opportunity 

where they enjoy the locals’ leisure activities and culture before moving onto their next 

location. This fluid lifestyle leaves little room for belongings. Another type of global 

nomad is someone in the corporate world who travels frequently for work. Although 

these two personas seem different in goals, they are similar in terms of movement. The 

philosophy behind this uncertain lifestyle is to take only what can be carried. However, if 

it is human nature to keep certain objects out of sentimentality and identity, then how do 

these global nomads successfully mold their own perceived identities?  

 

Just as material possessions reflect one’s identity, tattoos add to the ongoing personal 

narrative, too, since these pieces of art are objects that occupy as much space as their 

canvas allows. Tattoos inhabit less space than a particular keepsake, but hold the same 
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amount of personal value. They act as permanent reminders of the perceived past or the 

projected future (Weller). The permanency of these tattoos is crucial to understanding 

them as objects. By placing tattoos on parts of the body visible to the tattooed person, 

they provide a sense of knowing—perhaps, even a sense of relief in the pursuit of 

identity. Likewise, these tattoos create concrete identity for both the tattooed person and 

the outside viewer. Licensed Clinical Social Worker, Christiane Kinseley, notes that she 

must consciously compartmentalize her identities between her professional life where 

tattoos are not widely accepted and her personal life, where she chooses to display them. 

She also acknowledges that placement is vital to how they influence her personal life; 

there are only few tattoos out of fourteen she sees on her body regularly, therefore they 

scarcely affect her inward persona (Kinseley). Regardless of where the majority of these 

tattoos reside, they have a purpose: a sense of wanting to keep an emotion, idea, or image 

forever.  

 

The marriage between tattoo and identity is just as inevitable as the interdependency of 

self and identity, but the question is, which came first? Kinseley states that even when 

tattoos are purely decorative, the thought behind the tattoo is always about self growth 

(2015). These thoughts start with the same clause, “If I can just evolve past this point, 

then...” (2015). For her, her tattoos represent phases of evolution. April Ballard, a 

professor at Eastern Kentucky University, agrees as she speaks openly about how her 

identity has formed and shifted through the existence of her tattoos. Originally, Ballard 

tattooed: “Mind, Body, Spirit” on her right forearm with two feathers framing the text. 

She states that an outside influence, who had a negative impact on her wellbeing, urged 

her to add to the text. She identified with this person or his or her role in her life; but, 

now, she is choosing to get the feathers removed as a means of liberation from that 

particular identity. Ballard has decided that the feathers distract her from the tattoo’s 

meaning: her hopes for health and balance in her projected and perceived identity. Not 

only do tattoos stem from a place of identity, but they can also transform their 

relationship to identity over time. In particular, many people who have endured trauma 

tattoo themselves during or after treatment to preserve the sense of clarity and hope they 

have gained. 

 

When trauma uproots identity, a certain scrambling takes place to rework old habits and 

expectations into the new identities that are forming. According to Marline Otte, who 

wrote in the Journal of American History (2007) after Hurricane Katrina, there was a rise 

in the New Orleans tattoo industry. Otte interviews a woman named Laura about her 

tattoos’ symbolism after the storm destroyed her home, loved ones’ lives, and her own 

identity. Laura’s fleur-de-lis and “NOLA” tattoos were both decisions that stemmed from 

grief (Otte 828). The fleur-de-lis is located on the nape of her neck where her hair covers 

it, and “NOLA,” short for New Orleans, Louisiana, is imprinted inside her lower lip (Otte 

828). Since Laura lost her home and most of its belongings in the storm, tattoos make a 

lasting homage to her loyalty to New Orleans, which surmounts disaster. April Ballard 

also got her first tattoos after surmounting disaster the first time; the tattoo on her thigh 

says “Free indeed” to uphold an identity free from anorexia and bulimia, diseases that 

had been rigidly controlling her life for fifteen years. She has placed the tattoo where it 

could be easily hidden because stepping into a new identity made her uneasy, whereas 
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her other two tattoos are visible on her right forearm, for the very opposite reason. In fact, 

all of Ballard’s tattoos derive from a place of recovery—she finds that her tattoos serve as 

crucial reminders to encourage her identity and healing process. Although humans often 

recognize identity as an arrangement of fixed traits and events, living inside the body, the 

physical manipulation of the body, via tattoos, insists that identity is constantly 

transforming. 

 

Tattoos can be incorporated as part of the healing process from any deep-seated habit or 

lifestyle since they act as permanent reminders of identity. Healing processes are 

tumultuous in the way that hope explodes handinhand with doubt until it becomes a 

normalized plateau requiring maintenance. Ballard acknowledges that she needs this kind 

of barefaced truth to get through her day in a healthy manner. Judith Sarnecki recalls this 

same information from a recovering alcoholic whose tattoos are reminders of “where he 

never wants to go again” (Ingalls). When a certain symbol or image is permanently 

placed on the body, even its reflection in the mirror can act as a truth when in dire need of 

a reminder. Many people find solace in the commitment to health displayed on their 

bodies. 

 

What if, though, objects and art, do not define these identities? What if humans are 

separate from their corporeal possessions, and therefore, do not have any identity at all? 

Contemporary philosopher, Hume, believes that identity is only a perception of 

imagination (Green 106). Michael J. Green explains Hume’s theory in terms of 

universality: “Whenever we attribute identity over time to anything, we are confronted 

with a pattern of perceptions that does not fit the paradigm identity pattern and a belief 

that they are nonetheless the perceptions of a single object” (107). Humans ascribe 

identity to every object, personality trait, and life event, which means they are 

interchangeable, and ultimately, have the same identity. Even before a child remembers 

major events or personal anecdotes, witnesses, whether they are friends or family, retell 

these narratives, and therefore put the person into a projected mold. However, Hume also 

recognizes that this idea results from confusion between perceptions (Green 107). 

Because perceived identity shifts in relation to how the self and the world converse, 

tattoos often fill the void to create a relevant and concrete personal narrative when 

confronted with misperceptions or confusion.   

 

Tattoos may reclaim pain, trauma, and grief and replace those emotions with 

empowerment, but is it considered self-harm to cover emotional pain with the physical 

pain that tattoos require? Kinseley mentions that addicts seek the endorphin rush that 

comes with a “permanent life-altering risk” but does not fall into the same rush-seeking 

category. Addicts often feel hopeless during their lapses and sometimes during their 

recovery, too, which makes the constant pressure of a needle appealing. However, 

Ballard counters this argument, saying that she was still so numb, as a result of her 

disordered eating, that she did not notice the discomfort. She confesses that the physical 

pain “compared to the emotional anguish of the past fifteen years didn’t seem to matter.” 

Ballard’s pain-level was different than most since she was already emotionally 

desensitized. While some people recovering from addiction or trauma crave the pain that 

tattoos trigger, her decision to permanently alter her body was a testament to survival that 
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gave her a permanent platform on which to heal. Ultimately, modernity compels these 

identities that include trauma to be retrieved and altered in a permanent, artistic way as a 

healing mechanism. 

 

The constant evolution of personal narrative attracts material objects to reflect certain 

events in life; however, with a globalized world and a rise in mobility, personal 

possessions condense into tattoos to carry sentimentality and reminders of places, 

experiences, and survival. Tattoos establish a relationship between the struggle and the 

goal, the past and the future, in a creative way that allows the person to let go and, 

ultimately, heal. Conversely, what is this permanence achieving when the tattoos 

fluctuate with the body through time? Permanence is relative just as identity is. If identity 

is always a perception, then how does the cost of tattoos divide the population in terms of 

showing off these identities? Chris Weller of The Atlantic, describes the conflict of 

contemporary times and identity: “Modernity compels us to declare our identity with 

conviction, whether we’ve found it yet or not.”  Now that middle and upper class 

individuals are increasingly more inked than ever before, tattoos are not only often a 

symbol of endurance regarding physical and emotional pain, but also a twenty-first 

century rite of passage in a fragmented, global world.  
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