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A Study on Cultural Diversities of lrezumi
through the Area Studies of Beppu

by
Mikako FUJIOKA

Abstract

Among various approaches to irezumi, this study focuses on the three approaches — the medical, the literary and the folkloric ones
—and aims to further explore the meanings of cultural diversities of irezumi in Japan based on the comparison between the second and
the third approaches.

Irezumi was prohibited for a long time in Japan, and even after it became legal after the World War I, it has been placed in a sort
of quasi-illegal gray zone with its suspicious practice. In literature, it was often portrayed as a subject linked to violence or abnormal
loves, and relegated into the “antisocial” status. However, the folkloric approach freed irezumi from such a position, examined its
existence within the social framework of everyday life, showed the difference between distorted or exaggerated false images of irezumi
and its real ones, and has proved the cultural diversities of irezumi that has been changing over time.

Following the approach above, this study conducts area studies of Beppu, Oita Prefecture, which is one of the most famous hot
spring resorts in Japan. Many hot spring facilities in Japan have regulations against people with irezumi / tattoos. However, Beppu
issued the map of the 100 hot spring facilities available to people with irezumi /tattoos, and it is expected that they could be free from the
stereotyped antisocial label of irezumi.  Based on the results of the questionnaire survey, it was found that there is a mutually receptive
attitude of local community whether they have irezumi or not, while some of the residents do not accept irezumi without any
psychological resistance. It is also found that this attitude could have been generated from the existence of community bathhouses
called “kyodo-yokujo” and from the appreciation of the traditional craftmen and workmen cultures.
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