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Summary 
 

The processes of individualisation, both structural and cultural ones, have created new 

conditions for personal identity in Poland. Resulting in emancipation from the prevailing 

social structures and a stable cultural background, they have forced individuals to create their 

own selves. Undoubtedly, this is not easy, as they have no firm frames or points of reference 

in which their identity could become deeply ingrained. On the other hand, the situation is not 

hopeless either, as each person has the chance to construct their own identity to a considerably 

greater degree than before. This book is devoted to research into how and to what extent 

particular people are trying to individualise themselves and take this chance by working on 

their own identity.  

I study these identity-construction processes on the basis of the practice of tattooing, 

which can be recognised as one of the most radical and distinctive tools of establishing an 

individual’s identity in many respects. Firstly, tattooing has a relatively extensive impact in 

comparison with other cultural tools: a tattoo affects an individual’s body, psyche, and well-

being. Secondly, it requires the individual to become deeply involved and convinced about the 

purposefulness of having it done – tattooing takes a long time and is painful and invasive. In 

most cases, once done, the tattoo remains on the body forever. Thirdly, a tattoo is a very clear 

message for others – it is often difficult to conceal (and most wearers do not want to hide their 

tattoos) and, in many contexts, having a tattoo puts an individual in the position of the ‘other’ 

or the ‘alien’, which evokes associations with the underclass, the underworld or subcultures. 

Last but not least, somehow contrary to the previous point, tattooing is enjoying a renaissance 

of its own, affecting more and diverse social strata, owing to which it can be studied as a 

cultural practice which is not only an oddity but also an ‘accepted’ tool of expressing oneself 

and developing one’s identity. 

Examining the role of tattooing in constructing one’s identity in the context of the 

individualisation processes happening in today’s Poland constitutes the purpose of the 

research described in my book. I try to accomplish this by relying on the concept of 

individualisation as the theoretical background for my considerations and referring to the 



empirical material I collected, that is 39 biographical interviews with tattooed men and 

women.  

The book consists of six chapters. In Chapter One, I describe the individualisation 

process, which provides a broader context for contemporary processes of identity 

construction. By reviewing the most important sociological conceptualisations of 

individualisation, I distinguish three different, but tightly interwoven, dimensions of this 

process: the structural one (which refers to institutional transformations and the change of an 

individual’s life situation), the cultural one (connected with the individualisation discourse, 

specific to late modernity), and the subjective one (which concerns the consciousness and 

experience of individualised persons). I also try to show how, according to prominent 

individualisation theorists, the structural and cultural individualisation transformations 

influenced the condition of the late modern individual and the mechanisms of identity 

construction. Consequently, an extensive part of the chapter is devoted to discussing the key 

sociological aspects of the process of creating and recreating one’s ‘self’: reflexivity, 

expressing one’s identity in society or the role of the bonds and relationships with other 

people in constructing one’s self. In the last part of the chapter, I discuss the significance of 

body and corporeality to the self-determination of a late modern individual. 

 In Chapter Two the subject of my research is tattooing and its popularity. However, I 

do not describe the complex history of tattooing, whose origins date back to prehistory, but 

demonstrate how, according to the sociologists and anthropologists exploring the issue, the 

role of tattooing in culture and its alleged significance has changed in three different types of 

societies. Firstly, I examine the role and significance of tattooing in holistic traditional and 

tribal societies. Secondly, I follow the changes in the practice of tattooing which were 

connected with structural and cultural transformations of society within the ‘first’ modernity. 

Thirdly, I analyse how late modern changes of the nature of social relations and processes of 

forming one’s identity contributed to the popularity of tattooing and the redefinition of its 

significance to an individual. Finally, I present the practice of tattooing in Poland and try to 

determine its specificity in the Polish culture. 

 Chapter Three is a brief introduction to the empirical part of the book and presents the 

most important methodological issues connected with my project. Not only does it explain the 

content and purposes of the research, but it also justifies the choice of specific academic 

approach (qualitative research), adopted analytical strategies (based on the constructivist 

grounded theory) and the tools used in the study (biographical interview and observation).  



 In the next three chapters I present the results of my research and my own theoretical 

interpretation of the role of tattooing in the process of constructing an individual’s identity. In 

Chapter Four I analyse my interviewees’ identity work at the level of self-reference, i.e. the 

ways in which a tattoo helped them to express and develop their image, self-narration, and 

emotions. In the next two chapters I study tattooing from a broader perspective, exceeding the 

level of ‘pure’ self-reference and observing how the respondents negotiated and determined 

their selves in a wider social or cultural context. In Chapter Five I try to demonstrate that one 

of the key moments of forming an individual’s self through tattooing is distinguishing or 

symbolically distancing oneself from others. Chapter Six is devoted to those types of 

relationships with ‘others’ which constituted the basis or the result of the identity projects 

carried out by individuals.  

In the Conclusion I refer to the general issues connected with individualisation and 

identity as such again, this time looking at them from the angle of my research results. I try to 

place them within four great sociological debates concerning the relationship between an 

individual and culture, the degree of the integrity of an individual’s identity, and the scope of 

their autonomy when facing limitations and structural pressures as well as the role of other 

people in an individual’s search for their own self.  

 


