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Society

Tattoo craze finds followers in Jordan
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

W 

hether a sign of 
rebellious youth, 
making a fashion 
statement or imitat-
ing the West, getting 

tattooed is a fad embraced by many 
young Arabs.

“When I had my tattoo done a 
few years ago in Cyprus, my friends 
went crazy over it and some even 
did the same,” Amman high school 
teacher Salma, 27, said.

She said her tattoo — a dragon on 
her lower back — was done after a 
period of hesitation. “My family did 
not like it,” Salma noted, referring 
to a general anti-tattoo sentiment 
among Jordan’s largely conserva-

tive Muslim society. Many Muslims 
point to a ban in Islam against tat-
tooing because it alters body fea-
tures created by God.

Tattoos, however, have a long his-
tory in Jordan. Bedouin tribal wom-
en had facial areas tattooed — on the 
cheeks or around the mouth — to tit-
ivate themselves for their husbands 
in the absence of make-up. The pro-
cedure was primitive with no spe-
cific designs, just various size green 
dots. A popular beautifying method 
that lasted in the Arab world is hen-
na, a paste made from a flowering 
plant. It is bought in cone-shaped 
tubes and is made into designs, es-
pecially on the palms of women’s 
hands. Henna, however, fades from 
the skin over time. Henna bridal 
nights in the Arab world are popular 
events, just like bridal showers in 
the West.

In the 1980s and 1990s, tattooing 
became popular among a certain 
segment of Jordanian men, espe-
cially the low-income, as a sign of 
chivalry and to show strangers that 
the tattooed is suave, popular, liked 
and trusted by the community.

However, the group was infil-
trated by outlaws, attracting police 
attention. Subsequently, tattooed 
men have often become the first 
rounded up by police during any 
street violence.

There are several tattoo artists 
in Jordan but the most prominent 
is Hazim Naouri, 30, nicknamed 
“Huzz”. He is a professional tattoo 
and piercing artist who found fame 
in the Middle East among tattoo en-
thusiasts for his creativity and pas-
sion. Naouri told The Arab Weekly 
that his passion for tattooing started 
in childhood.

“It was the result of watching a 
TV show called Kung Fu: The Legend 
Continues,” he said. “Back then, 
tattooing was not that popular in 
Jordan but today it has become a 
sign of fashion and a way to express 
one’s inner self.”

Naouri said he had his first tattoo 
— a dragon in the middle of his back 
— done by a travelling Lebanese art-
ist.

“I decided to create something 
out of nothing. A little shop located 
at my parent’s garage, a car dyna-
mo, spoon, sewing needle and a pen 
for a tattoo machine and supporting 
friends were the things I needed to 
start a small business or at least the 
plan for the first tattoo shop in Jor-
dan,” he recalled.

“And it worked.”
In 2007, Naouri said he opened 

his first shop and bought equipment 
from the United States. Today, he 
also has a shop in Dubai and plans 
others elsewhere in the Arab world.

The overall view of tattooing or 
inking has changed significantly in 
the Middle East, he said.

“People are now more aware of 
what tattooing is all about,” he said. 
“I have clients from both sexes who 
are in their 20s and 30s. Some have 
their own drawings that reflect an 
event in their lives. Arabic callig-
raphy plays a big part in their lives 
as Muslims. That is why we had to 
master almost everything from let-
ters to images to 3D.”

As the practice of tattooing in-
creases as more people brave the 
needle to express themselves, many 
say it is religiously unacceptable.

“Just because the West believes 
that it is a normal practice of inject-
ing your skin with ink, it does not 
mean we, as Arabs, should follow,” 
said Amman bank clerk Lutfi Dmor, 
33. Dmor pointed to a saying quot-
ing the Prophet Mohammad, which 
clearly depicts a tattoo as a taboo: 
“’The Prophet cursed the one who 
does tattoos and the one who has a 

tattoo done.” “This is enough for me 
not to have a tattoo,” Dmor said.

Some critics blame the rise in tat-
too popularity on the lack of aware-
ness by certain societies, parents’ 
ignorance and the influence of fa-
mous people. For instance, celebri-
ties such as Angelina Jolie, Selena 
Gomez and Rihanna have tattoos in 
Arabic.

Regrets can be part of living with 
a tattoo.

Khalil Awadat, 45, said he was 
sorry about having a tattoo after he 
found it “not suitable for his age”.

“I did it when I was a young man 
and it was very cool to have a tattoo 
as a sign of manhood but now that 
I have kids I don’t feel comfortable 
with it and it gives a bad image to 
my children,” said Awadat, whose 
tattoo is a dagger on his right fore-
arm.

Eyebrow tattoos cost $100-$300 
in Jordan, while a full body tattoo, 
depending on the image, size, de-
sign and colours, can be much more 
expensive. Sumayah, owner of an 
Amman women’s beauty centre, 
said the most popular tattoos were 
to the eyebrow.  As for the other tat-
toos, some drawings are more pop-
ular with girls than boys.

“I believe that girls always go with 
butterflies and dragons while men 
prefer tribal drawings and words, 
which are a set of drawings that in-
volve lines and symbols,” Sumayah 
said.

“I even know a guy who has the 
image of his dog on his arm.”

Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan, 
has been covering cultural issues 
for more than two decades.

A Jordanian man gets a tattoo done on his forearm by famed Jordanian tattoo artist Hazim Naouri, 
30, nicknamed Huzz.
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Angry Iraqis protest poor services

Baghdad

T 

housands of Iraqis, an-
gry at insufficient or low-
quality basic state ser-
vices, took to the streets 
in demonstrations spread 

over several days demanding the 
government improve living condi-
tions.

Surprisingly, Shia Muslims, who 
form the bedrock of popular sup-
port for Iraq’s government, were 
the driving force behind the pro-
tests that began in mid-July in 
Baghdad and spread to other prov-
inces, mostly in the Shia-dominat-
ed south and parts of the north.

Despite the intensity, it was un-
likely that the so far peaceful, but 
noisy, protests would lead to the 
collapse of Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi’s cabinet, which took of-
fice in August 2014.

“There’s a general consensus to 
give Abadi time to make the im-
provements he promised to the 
population in terms of better ser-
vices and infrastructure, ending 
state corruption, fighting Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants and reviving 
the economy,” said Khalil Ibrahim, 
an economics professor at the Uni-
versity of Mosul.

“These protests are meant to vent 
popular anger at the existing poor 
services, such as rampant power 
cuts that are aggravating a swelter-
ing heat wave, but it is highly un-
likely that they will lead to toppling 
the government,” Ibrahim told The 
Arab Weekly in an interview.

Iraq produces about 12,000 meg-
awatts (MW) of electricity a day 
from fuel-run power stations across 
the country, while the total daily 

demand from households is 20,000 
MW.

Electrical engineering Professor 
Ali Bakri said although Iraq has ap-
proached Chinese and Korean firms 
to help build more power stations, 
the “end result will be futile”.

“The government must first reha-
bilitate the existing network, which 
is malfunctioning because of con-
tinued military operations, militant 
violence and theft,” Bakri said.

He rebuked the government for 
its supply of four to ten hours a 
day of power to Iraqi homes. “It’s 
not that the current isn’t available 
24/7, the distribution is random 
and doesn’t follow a regular or set 
programme whereby people would 
know when to expect the cut and 
when power will resume,” he said.

The protests began sporadically 
in mid-July in Baghdad over power 
shortages, which Iraqis say are ex-
acerbating a heat wave that swept 
across the Middle East and North 
Africa in late July and early August.

The demonstrations picked up 
July 29th, when some 300 railway 
employees cut the main train line 
to Baghdad to protest delays in re-
ceiving  wages, which were due to 
be paid on July 23rd.

In central Baghdad, on the night 
of July 31st, hundreds of people 
gathered to protest severe power 
outages, an enduring problem Ira-
qis blame on government corrup-
tion.

On August 1st, Iraqis demon-
strated over the quality of water in 

the southern city of Basra. About 
500 people, waving banners and 
Iraqi flags, protested in front of the 
governor’s office to demand a solu-
tion to the long-running problem of 
salty tap water.

“We want the governor and the 
provincial council out because 
they are liars and only make empty 
promises,” said one of the protest-
ers, oilfield worker Hameed Bas-
rawi.

“They keep promising to end the 
electricity cuts but things are get-
ting worse. The temperatures, with 
the current heat wave exceed 55 de-
grees and we only receive electric-
ity for four hours a day.”

When the governor’s deputy 
went out to hear their demands, 
demonstrators pelted him with 
plastic water bottles and insisted 
on seeing the governor.

Nameer Jassim, 42, an employee 
at the South Oil Co, said Basra resi-
dents were increasingly frustrated 
at their region’s inability to capital-
ise on its massive oil wealth.

“Basra is bankrolling the whole 
country, but we do not even have 
suitable water for drinking,” Jassim 
said.

A port city in southern Iraq, 
Basra has some of the most signifi-
cant oilfields in the country, which 
sits atop the world’s second larg-
est proven oil reserves after Saudi 
Arabia. Basra’s oil output accounts 
for most of the more than 3 mil-
lion barrels of oil Iraq exports every  
day.

Yet the region remains underde-
veloped and suffers from chronic 
power outages, poor water quality, 
uncollected waste, poor road infra-
structure and a lack of urban plan-
ning. All that has led to a growing 
number of Basra’s residents calling 
for autonomy.

Omar Hejab

On August 1st, Iraqis 
demonstrated over 
the quality of water 
in the southern city 
of Basra

An Iraqi protester takes part in a demonstration against power 
cuts and water shortages in Basra province, on August 1, 2015.


