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Abstract

In the modern Korean society, tattoo is considered as a form of fashion or self-expression among the young generation,
although Korea hasn’t had tattoo culture in the history. However, it is illegal to get a tattoo by non-medical personnel
such as a tattooist, and the society tends to have prejudice toward tattooed people. This study found grounds for
these social limitations from the body philosophy deep-rooted in society at large. The findings of the historical review
on the Korean body philosophy and Korean culture of tattoo are as follows. First, in the Korean history, tattoo has
been foreign culture all the time, and there is no indigenous tattoo culture. Thus, for Korean people with traditional
body philosophy, sociocultural meaning of the practice is not sufficient, and only negative sense that tattoo is one
of the acts mutilating the body remains. Second, tattoo has been considered as a secret that has to be covered or
a mark that everyone wants to hide. So far, Korean tattoo has only had social meaning of ‘stigma’ and has never
been understood as ‘art’; therefore, accepting it as ‘fashion’ all of a sudden has been difficult for Korean people.
Third, conflict between today’s tattoo fashion and remaining negative sense can be interpreted as weakening of inherited
traditional philosophy on body. In the past, because of individuals’ firm traditional value, few people did body
modification, so social control on tattooing didn’t exist. However, population with tattoo has been increasing insomuch
that there are regulations nowadays. This phenomenon can be seen as a generation discord between the older generation
with strong Confucian value on body and the new generation with rather fragile value. In such a society, it will

take time to adopt tattoo as fashion, and the conflict can be interpreted as a transitional phenomenon.

Key words : body philosophy, body modification, tattoo culture, Korean traditional values






