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“This is literally the definitive guide to contemporary issues in the study of male sex workers. It is a pleasure to read, and a must for those who study male sexual health and sexuality. Particularly strong is the inclusion of multidisciplinary perspectives, an international focus, contributions by leading experts in the field, and the broad-based consideration of historical, structural, technological, and organizational factors. The book delves deeply into the lives of male sex workers, making it clear that their career choices involve benefits and pleasure, rather than problems and risk exclusively. For the first time, the research is presented in a neutral manner, resisting the typical approach of pathologizing men who participate in commercial sex.”

—DR. JEFFREY T. PARSONS, Distinguished Professor, Department of Psychology, and Director, Center for HIV/AIDS Educational Studies and Training, Hunter College and the Graduate Center of the City University of New York; Editor-in-Chief, Sexuality Research and Social Policy
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“This is a wonderful collection … Male Sex Work and Society is a tour de force covering historical, cultural, and economic aspects of male sex work, as well as demographic patterns, health outcomes, and policy issues. Drawing from a variety of geographic regions and presenting original research findings, the contributors identify both similarities and insightful differences between male and female sex work. The book is a major contribution to our understanding of a commercial sector that is sizeable but often neglected in policy debates on sex work.”

—DR. RONALD WEITZER, Professor of Sociology, George Washington University, Washington, DC; Editor, Legalizing Prostitution: From Illicit Vice to Lawful Business and Sex for Sale: Prostitution, Pornography, and the Sex Industry
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“This is a wonderful book that is full of excellent scholarship that appraises male sex work and the male body as ‘an object of agency, pleasure, and desire.’ Cross-disciplinary and global in scope, it is most importantly a vehicle for the voices of male sex workers and both new and established scholars. The volume makes compelling reading in a field that is coming into its own, and it is beautifully illustrated and produced.”

—DR. MAGGIE O’NEILL, Professor of Criminology, School of Applied Social Sciences, and Fellow, Wolfson Research Institute for Health and Wellbeing, Durham University, Durham, UK
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“The volume provides up-to-the-minute coverage of a wide range of historical and contemporary issues on male sex work in empirically rich and theoretically grounded chapters. Six case studies in various geographical areas allow the interrogation of global themes such as migrancy, regulation, and culture. Key scholars in multiple disciplines debate both new and longstanding topics relevant to male sex work, such as health, regulation, and culture. New research findings are provided on advertising, economics, clients of male sex workers, and mental health. The book places male sex work within the broader context of same-sex eroticism, emotions, and commerce, making it a core book for scholars and students perplexed by issues of sexuality, masculinity, and general sex work studies. This volume should be required reading in any innovative course on sex work or related topics.”

—DR. TEELA SANDERS, Reader in Sociology, University of Leeds, Leeds, UK
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“This book is a state-of-the-art study of male sex work. Editors Victor Minichiello and John Scott have assembled many of the most distinguished scholars in the field, who view their subject from a range of perspectives, methodologies, and disciplines … This richly detailed, humane, and innovative book retrieves male sex work from silence and invisibility on the one hand, and its association with scandal and stigma on the other. Male Sex Work and Society gives men who sell sex a voice and agency, and it moves readers beyond the popular images of the 19th-century messenger boy and the 20th-century hustler.

“The threads connecting male sex work to sexual identity and orientation are shown to be as complex and elusive as those between male sex work and masculinity. The book’s findings also have profound implications for how governments approach public health and regulation of the sex industry. This is a groundbreaking study that will have a powerful impact on our understanding of this challenging, elusive subject.”

—DR. FRANK BONGIORNO, Associate Professor of History, Australian National University, Canberra; Author, The Sex Lives of Australians: A History
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“Victor Minichiello and John Scott’s book shifts our attention from male sex work as a ‘social problem’ to a ‘social phenomenon.’ They and their contributors reveal male sex work as a lens through which we can view shifts in local and global sexual cultures. This terrific book helps us rethink the history of sexuality itself!”

—DR. GARY W. DOWSETT, Professor and Deputy Director, Australian Research Center in Sex, Health, and Society, La Trobe University, Melbourne, Australia
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“I really enjoyed this book. In this excellent collection, Minichiello and Scott bring together high-quality scholarship. The contributors bring a new and searching understanding about male sex work, which as we know takes different forms, assumes varying meanings, and evokes many conflicting responses from cultures around the world. The volume reframes the pathologizing discourses that have dominated research for so long and rightly focuses on the ever-shifting historical, cultural, and social contexts in which male sex work operates. The contributors demonstrate how male sex work must be understood in the context of both globalization and the digital revolution, as well as sexual and gender subordination. Through this book we begin to grasp the ways in which power, commerce, and exploitation can operate on the male body. We also hear the voices of male sex workers themselves and the ways they exercise empowerment and choice in their everyday lives.”

—DR. JEFFREY WEEKS, Emeritus Professor of Sociology, London South Bank University, London, UK
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“Featuring a fantastic selection of authors from multiple disciplinary backgrounds, this collection sets a new standard for scholarly accounts of male sex work. The empirical depth is remarkable and the conceptual contributions are refined. Male Sex Work and Society is essential reading for anyone interested in sex, sexuality, identity, work, and GLBTQ issues.”

—DR. KEVIN WALBY, Assistant Professor of Sociology, University of Victoria, Victoria, Canada; Author, Touching Encounters: Sex, Work and Male-for-Male Internet Escorting
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“While the Internet has brought the previously hidden worlds of male sex work into public view, academic research has too often remained locked in to descriptions of male sex workers and their clients as perverse. This volume challenges such stereotypes, reminding us that assumptions of moral deficiency or deviance are unhelpful in theorizing prostitution as a form of work. Global in its outlook and informed by perspectives that locate male sex work in its social, cultural, and economic context, Male Sex Work and Society is an important and timely collection that offers new insights into the intersections of masculinity, ethnicity, and sexuality.”

—DR. PHIL HUBBARD, Professor in Urban Studies, University of Kent, Canterbury, UK
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“Male sex work may be the world’s second oldest profession. Whether those providing services to ancient armies or the gigolos of Hollywood fantasies, male sex workers live in the shadowy intersections between stereotypes about male sexuality, independent entrepreneurship, and brutal exploitation and trafficking. Spanning different times and places, this panoramic collection finally disentangles these threads and illuminates a fuller range of male sex work.”

—DR. MICHAEL KIMMEL, Distinguished Professor of Sociology and Gender Studies, and Executive Director, Center for the Study of Men and Masculinities, State University of New York, Stony Brook
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“Male sex work is so often misread and misunderstood, so it was exciting to encounter a sympathetic and wide-ranging discussion of the issues. This volume deserves a place on every serious researcher’s bookshelf.”

—DR. PETER AGGLETON, Professor of Education and Health, Center for Social Research in Health, The University of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia
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“Male Sex Work and Society is, quite simply, a ‘must-read’ for any student or scholar of sex work research. Confronting head on the longstanding stereotype that men are always consumers, not providers, of sexual services, the book interrogates a rich diversity of meanings, practices, and performances of male sex work in a variety of spatial and temporal contexts. Consisting of rigorously researched and powerfully argued chapters from a number of leading scholars in the field, this volume makes an exciting and innovative contribution to academic debates about commercial sex, while also having direct relevance for policy and practice.”

—DR. NICOLA SMITH, Senior Lecturer in Political Science and International Studies, University of Birmingham, UK
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“This is a marker and a milestone book. A great deal has been researched and written about female sex work and prostitution, but studies on male sex workers have been thin on the ground. This invaluable volume will fill this gap superbly, as it brings together a wide-ranging series of global essays on every major aspect of male sex work.”

—DR. KEN PLUMMER, Professor Emeritus, University of Essex, UK
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“Male Sex Work and Society is the most wide-ranging and provocative collection yet published on commercial sex work among men. It explores the complex social structures and processes that have shaped male sex work historically and cross-culturally. It deconstructs conventional stereotypes and illuminates the lives and experiences of both male sex workers and their clients. This important volume provides new insight into the social construction of masculinity and male sexuality, as well as the commodification of the male body in diverse social and cultural settings”

—DR. RICHARD PARKER, Professor of Sociomedical Sciences and Anthropology, and Director, Center for the Study of Culture, Politics, and Health, Columbia University School of Public Health; Editor-in-Chief, Global Public Health; Author, Routledge Handbook of Global Public Health
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“What a resource! This excellent volume fills a great void. Until now we have not had a thorough overview of men who sell sex. This volume covers an entire historical, geographical, and sociological range.”

—MELISSA HOPE DITMORE, Editor, Encyclopedia of Prostitution and Sex Work
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“Male Sex Work and Society is a landmark book. It is a coherent edited collection that provides a comprehensive, up-to-date account of male sex work. It brings together writers and academics from a range of disciplines and backgrounds, who treat the issue of male sex work as a unique subject of academic concern, and one that is not reducible to the ways we think about, theorize, or understand women’s involvement in prostitution. For that reason alone, this book makes for fascinating reading.

“Some of the book’s distinctive features are its measured tone, its potential to bust the myths that surround male sex work, and its attempt to theorize male sex work as a discrete social phenomenon. Male Sex Work and Society is a well-written, compelling, and engaging analysis of an underresearched area and a must-read for scholars, campaigners, policy-makers, and general audiences alike.”

—DR. JO PHOENIX, Chair in Criminology, University of Leicester, UK; Author, Regulating Sex for Sale: Prostitution, Policy Reform and the UK
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PREFACE

Every author or volume editor would like to think of his or her work as timely, and we are no different from every other person who has had a good idea for a book. However, the idea was not entirely the editors’ own. Back in 2010 we were contacted by an enthusiastic publisher in New York City about several journal articles we had written on male sex work. The publisher, Bill Cohen, had cofounded the Haworth Press in 1978, building it from scratch to carry over 200 academic journals, including eight in LGBT studies, and several thousand monographs and textbooks in the behavioral and social sciences, health care, business studies, and many other fields. Bill sold the Haworth Press to Taylor & Francis/Routledge in 2007, but he retained the trademark to Harrington Park Press, a Haworth imprint, which specialized in LGBT topics, particularly psychology and health care. After some further correspondence with Bill, we agreed to develop this volume, which we hoped would capture some of the new understandings of male sex work that have emerged in the 21st century.

Bill had eyed a noticeable gap in a field he knew well, and it is fair to say that we are fortunate to have a publisher who is as enthusiastic about the subject matter as we are. To provide but one example of his commitment and enthusiasm, a week hardly passed during the first 12 months of this project when Bill did not forward to us newly published peer-reviewed journal articles pertaining to male sex work, as well as several new dissertations. So, while an investigation of the subject matter is indeed timely, so too were the circumstances that led to this book’s publication.

Saying something new about male sex work is a challenging task, as there is only a small handful of scholars researching this topic. Moreover, as a subject area, researchers tend to dip in and out of male sex work, thus it often is seen as a sideline in the broader study of sexual health, gender, or sexualities. Providing the sort of comprehensive coverage of the topic we aspired to was not easy; apart from the paucity of research to draw from, much of the existing research contained significant gaps.

Since emerging as a socially troublesome population during the 19th century, men who trade sex for money or other compensation have assumed many roles in research and popular culture, most notably, as psycho-pathological agents, vectors of disease, and, most recently, as sex workers. This is an exciting time to be researching male sex workers (MSWs), as new understandings of male bodies and masculinity have emerged in recent years that have allowed us to reassess what we thought we knew about male sex work.

On another level, advances in telecommunications have transformed the way male sex work has been structured and organized during much of the modern era. Two immediate effects of this transformation are that male sex work is now part of the global economy, and that the strict demarcation between public and private space—which had previously structured the sex work environment—has been eroded. However, just as new communications technologies have expanded the reach of male sex workers, they also have provided new opportunities for researchers of this stigmatized activity, making it easier to contact a broad range of MSWs and their clients, as well as to disseminate their research and make contact with each other.

This book is one example of the opportunities new technologies provide, as it would have been almost impossible to conceive and assemble even 20 years ago: the research that forms the backbone of this book simply did not yet exist. The research at that time focused largely on the health of street-based sex workers in Western urban settings. While the research in this book does not ignore that group, it also explores the other spaces where men sell sex. Moreover, although this compilation does not ignore the impact sex work has on the health of MSWs, the contributors are also more broadly interested in how the health of these men is impacted by contemporary social, cultural, and environmental forces.

So where to begin with such a book? From the outset we wanted this book to be distinct from any other writings on male sex work and sex work more generally. For one, we thought it curious that much of the literature on male sex work failed to capture the erotic and physical nature of its subject matter. There seemed to be a near palpable gulf between the sex-charged popular cultural representations of male sex work and the drier academic literature, which in striving for objectivity often made the male sex work encounter seem sterile and mechanical. Reading such works, it is difficult to comprehend why anyone would want to be employed in such an industry, let alone pay money for such services. And yet the industry was growing, and MSWs were increasingly telling researchers that they had chosen their work and enjoyed what they did. Furthermore, the clients of sex workers were increasingly being presented in studies as a broad cross-section of the male population, rather than as the deviant subpopulation that had characterized their presentation in the past. Therefore, we were prompted to consider the male body as an object of agency, pleasure, and desire.

Thus it was that from the outset we wanted this book to provide broad coverage of male sex work. We sought to include multiple disciplinary perspectives, moving well beyond the public health or sociological focus of much of the earlier literature. We also wanted to capture a sense of the cross-cultural variations in the male sex encounter. Rather than simplifying or condensing our subject matter, we have brought together varied voices that can testify to its complexity and rich diversity. We hope and trust that this book, which presents original research from both young and well-established scholars in the field, brings both breadth and depth to the study of male sex work and gives coherence to the emerging voices of MSWs who are telling their stories. It also provides a broad overview of the literature on MSWs, including studies that have emerged over the last 20 years, and identifies areas for future research.
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INTRODUCTION

Reframing Male Sex Work

John Scott and Victor Minichiello

Think of sex workers and one usually thinks of women. Indeed, the term “prostitute” has remained closely identified with female behavior, and sex as a commodity for exchange is typically constructed as a heterosexual event in which the male client is invisible.* The female sex worker is ubiquitous in popular culture, appearing frequently in literature and film. Dennis’s (2008) analysis of 166 research publications on sex work produced between 2000 and 2007 found only 10 percent to be exclusively concerned with male sex workers (MSWs). In fact, many studies cited by Dennis imply that the very idea of a male prostitute or male sex worker is a linguistic impossibility. Dennis explained this bias as being grounded in heteronormative assumptions, with male-male liaisons presenting as aberrations in the wider literature on sex work (see also Gaffney & Beverley, 2001).

Historically, male sex work has been of significantly less public concern than female sex work. One reason for this may seem obvious: promiscuous males in public locations are not as likely to draw the degree of scrutiny that women do. This relative lack of attention might also be explained by the smaller numbers of MSWs. Nevertheless, male sex work has been present consistently in most societies; in fact, the number of MSWs at particular historical junctures has been relatively high.

The lack of research on the male sex industry may indicate something about its size, as the number and geographic distribution of MSWs is largely unknown. While research data on the size of the male sex industry are lacking, estimates are that a single sex worker services approximately 20 different clients per week (Klinnell, 2006). The research also has noted that MSWs comprise about 20 percent of those arrested in America each year for selling sexual services, and 30 percent of those in France (Dennis, 2008). Therefore, male sex work is not as insignificant a social phenomenon as the paucity of research on the topic suggests. Research from the Netherlands has found that approximately 3 percent of men (and women) in the adult population have reported receiving money for sex (Vanwesenbeeck, 2013).

Historical evidence indicates that, as early as the 18th century, commercial sexual contact between men occurred frequently in European metropolitan centers, such as London (Norton, 1992). As Mack Friedman’s chapter in this book explains, male prostitution was also found in ancient and pre-modern cultures. Male brothels existed in Ancient Greece and Rome, and there was even a Roman public holiday dedicated to male sex workers. However, in the pre-modern period, such behavior was often conflated with same-sex desire more broadly and was not recognized as prostitution. As such, male sex work was not considered a distinct social problem at the time and there was no public debate about its causes and consequences, which contrasts with the attention given female sex work (Weeks, 1992).

Kerwin Kaye, in chapter 2, argues that male sex work caught the attention of some sexologists in the late 19th and early 20th centuries because it appeared to be a contradictory activity in which heterosexual males engaged in homosexual activities. This raised several questions—Could heterosexual males derive pleasure from same-sex activities? Was an MSW engaged as an active partner considered a homosexual?—that continued to influence thinking on male sex work well into the 20th century. Notable here is the significance of scientific understandings of sexuality in shaping both research and the popular discourse associated with male sex work. If much of what we know about female sex work has been shaped by gender, understandings of male sex work have been linked to popular and official accounts of sexuality.

Rather than presenting male sex work as a social problem to be resolved or eradicated, this book examines how male sex work has been understood, both historically and cross-culturally. Moreover, it attempts to move away from “scientific” understandings of male sex work that have painted sex workers and their clients as at-risk and/or pathological populations. One issue here is that research has traditionally been conducted on the more visible and accessible population of male street sex workers, who are estimated to comprise only 10 percent of the overall male sex work market (Perkins, 1991; Smith & Grov, 2011; Weitzer, 2005). As a result, less is known about the more numerous and expanding subpopulation of male sex workers who work indoors. While this book will address street workers, it also draws attention to indoor forms of sex work, especially escort services, which have grown considerably in recent years through the burgeoning social media and telecommunications.

As discussed, there have been a number of important shifts in the way male sex work is understood. Before the last decade, research had focused predominantly on male sex work in highly urban settings, using the characteristics of street-based sex work to present male sex work as a social problem. The difficulty of constructing a more nuanced and complex picture of male sex work was largely a product of its double stigma as a form of sexual and gendered deviance, and the powerful adverse influence of homophobia, which disallows a legitimate discourse about male-to-male sexual relations, let alone commercial sex between men. As a result, certain spaces (suburban, regional, and rural) have been difficult to articulate, see, or imagine. To some extent, even the complexity of indoor forms of male sex work lay undiscovered. Gendered and sexual norms also have meant that less is known about the clients of MSWs than about those of female sex workers (FSWs). Unlike the clients of female sex workers, clients of MSWs have been represented as a socially problematic, deviant subpopulation, often indistinguishable from homosexuals. However, some pioneering studies have emerged during the last decade, giving greater visibility to these spaces and populations.

We contend that new telecommunications technologies have done much to increase awareness of the diverse and dynamic nature of male sex work. Moreover, these technologies have challenged the barriers of stigma and extended the reach of researchers, just as they have extended the reach of sex workers. This new terrain of male sex work also creates challenges, especially in terms of globalization and rapid economic growth. Several chapters in this book highlight the growth of male sex work in metropolitan areas in developing countries and the struggles of migrant sex workers in developed countries, while others examine male sex work in terms of the structural challenges associated with changing technological, economic, political, and social landscapes.

Rethinking Male Sex Work

Because understandings of male sex work shift with technological, conceptual, and social changes, we consider this a timely book. When we began researching male sex work in the 1990s, the telecommunications revolution, driven largely by the Internet and mobile telephones, was still in its infancy. Moreover, the structure and organization of male sex work had not changed all that much during the 20th century. While other broader social changes had an impact on female sex work, male sex work tended to be geographically restricted and relatively invisible in both official and popular discourse. During the last century, what we knew about male sex was largely restricted to Western contexts, and male sex work was largely limited to urban environments. While there was some sense of the growing significance of escort work, most research remained focused on the streets, which ensured that the deviance or pathology paradigm that had dominated understandings of male sex work continued to be influential throughout the 20th century.

The changing understanding of sexuality and the increasing power of the Internet are both important forces behind recent changes in the structure and organization of male sex work. The increased visibility and reach of escorts have created opportunities to form an occupational account of male sex work that accounts more fully for the dynamic and diverse nature of the MSW experience in the early 21st century.

MSWs are in a unique social position because they provide services to numerous groups of people, including gay men, heterosexual men, women, and their personal sex partners (Logan, 2010). However, MSWs service a predominantly male clientele. Because participants in this exchange are of the same gender, MSWs have been difficult to conceptualize in social, economic, and gender theories of prostitution (Bernstein, 2005; Edlund & Korn, 2002; Marlowe, 1997). Popular accounts of sex work tend to present prostitution as a product of economic necessity or individual pathology, lending support to a representation of sex workers as passive and disempowered victims who have been exploited and coerced into sex work (see Bimbi, 2007; Scott, 2003; Smith, Grov, Seal, & McCall, 2013). An alternate, somewhat romanticized narrative suggests that male sex work is inherently less exploitative than female sex work because interactions between two men have a certain equality missing in interactions between a male client and female seller (Altman, 1999). Indeed, sex work has largely been considered through the lens of patriarchy as exploitative and degrading to women. Female sex workers have been presented in research as a passive “supply” population, whereas male sex workers have been presented as more active. Current limitations as to how we understand male sex work suggest an inability by researchers and a wider audience to consider the male body an object of possession, objectification, and consumption.

On the other hand, male sex work has challenged the gay liberationist rhetoric, which has sometimes presented gay communities as being free of exploitation. It also has challenged simplistic narratives of human sexuality by disentangling sexual identity from sexual practice. We know, for example, that a high percentage of male sex workers and their clients identify as straight. In fact, male sex work has always existed ambiguously on the margins of gay culture as an object of erotic appeal and fantasy, and of stigma and embarrassment, as is highlighted in chapter 10 by Christian Grov and Michael Smith.

In short, we can learn a lot from the study of male sex work, which on a broad level provides vital insights into the construction and social organization of gender and sexuality, especially masculinities and the commodification of the male body. The research in this book draws much from the scholarship on masculinity that has emerged over the last 20 years and has been informed by major theoretical works by scholars who have put men’s studies at the forefront of their thinking (see, e.g., Connell, 1995; Gagnon & Simon, 1974).

The study of male sex work can also lead to a better understanding of female sex work and of the culture of men who have sex with men. It is important to note that the research is now focused on revealing the complex meanings and practices associated with sexuality, gender, power, and social life, and the male sex industry can be a vehicle for understanding such socially constructed phenomena.

Structure of the Book

The book is structured into four parts, the first of which situates male sex work in a historical, cultural, social, and economic context. The first two chapters are historical. While largely drawn from Anglophone research, they provide a series of snapshots of male sex work in various places and periods, from Ancient Greece to medieval Japan to the contemporary United States. In chapter 1, Mack Friedman provides a brief history of male sex work across societies. He focuses on what we can glean about the working conditions and social tolerance of male sex workers while exploring themes of cultural stigma and sexual-financial exploitation. Friedman argues that the end of the taxation of male sex workers in the Roman Empire spelled their devolution from celebrated (with a national holiday) to punished (torched in front of mobs) within a few hundred years, and that the spread of Christianity coincided with the delegitimization of male sex work across Western Europe and its colonial holdings. He thus uncovers evidence that, in many Western societies where homosexuality was restricted, transactional male sex eventually became the de facto way for men to find male sexual partners. Kerwin Kaye, in chapter 2, picks up the historical narrative where Friedman leaves off, focusing on male sex work in modernity. Kaye notes that male prostitution altered its form dramatically over the course of the 20th century. While some of these changes related to economics and the general culture, some of the most important changes arose in response to transformations in the idea of homosexuality and the growing influence this idea had within middle-class and eventually working-class culture. This chapter identifies some of the diverse forms male prostitution has taken since the late-Victorian period, and also examines the ways male prostitution has been written about by various commentators in different eras.

Both of these chapters delineate a consistent historical and socio-cultural distinction across societies and eras between men who have sex with other men for love, and those who have sex with other men for money. They suggest that the use of public spaces (parks, monuments, streets) for male sex work has changed little in 2,500 years.

In chapter 3, Russell Sheaffer interrogates the ability of cinema, primarily American, to trace a shift in the portrayal of the male sex worker as a recurring character type, a task that has not been attempted previously in discussions of film. His work blends a close reading of numerous texts from across disciplines and mediums to chart the ways that sociological writing and film scholarship have positioned “sex work.” Sheaffer finds numerous correlations between popular American cinematic representations and the proliferation of a constantly changing consciousness about male sex work in other disciplines. His chapter locates Andy Warhol’s work (My Hustler, specifically) as a sort of catalyst for allowing male sex work to be spoken about and depicted without a veil of euphemism. In mainstream American cinema, Midnight Cowboy began an era of filmmaking that, while being able to speak about male sex work as sex work, still maintained a sense of homosexuality as perverse—an attitude that remained prevalent in American cinema for several decades. It was in response to the AIDS crisis that a new American queer independent cinema (christened the “New Queer Cinema” by B. Ruby Rich) appeared, removing much of the stigma that previously had been tied to the male sex worker character type. In this moment, HIV/AIDS made male sex work impossible to ignore within American culture, and as films like My Own Private Idaho and The Living End began to appear on the festival scene, so did sociological studies focused on the subject of male sex work. American cinema has now taken up the character type in a highly fractured way, portraying him in a number of highly diverse films, from Deuce Bigelow to Sonny to The Wedding Date. Thus the character type is proliferating in ways that were impossible in earlier decades.

Part two of the book moves from the historical perspectives of the preceding part to two different perspectives on the marketing of male sex work. Allan Tyler, in chapter 4, provides a history of the development of advertising for men selling sex to men in the gay media. In this chapter, the context shifts from North America to the United Kingdom as it documents the rise of men selling sex through gay scene magazines in the 1990s, and the later introduction of online advertising and the use of social networks to advertise sexual services and sexual massages alongside personal ads. There is a marked similarity between the types of images men use in advertising escort services and massage, and these images often resemble those used in personal ads and profiles. They often present a hypersexualized image constructed through the body, pose, and (un)dress.

Hypersexual advertising can be used to attract sex clients directly, while the more modest offer of massage services may include sensual types of touch and release. Men use advertisements and profiles to work independently, but agencies also use these formats to promote the men who work for them. The visibility in the social media of ads for men selling sex reinforces ideas about casual, anonymous sex and the ideology of sex as a commodity to be sought and negotiated, which extends into other personal encounters.

In chapter 5, Trevon Logan broadens the book’s exploration of the theme of marketing, this time in contemporary America in the shadow of the Internet. This is the first study to provide quantitative information with minimal concerns about sample selection on a large number of male sex workers. It provides basic demographic information on MSWs in the United States, analyzes the geographic location of these sex workers, and explores whether there is a statistical relationship between price and sex worker attributes. It also finds that male sex workers are very diverse in age, race, and other demographic characteristics, and that the geographic concentration of male sex workers is not aligned with the population distribution of gay men in the United States but with the distribution of the overall population. It finds, finally, that sexual position and race are statistically related to prices, as men who advertise sexual dominance charge significantly higher prices than those who do not. Black men who conform to sexual stereotypes of sexual dominance are highly valued in the market, but those who do not conform to the stereotype are not.

Part three of the book examines the fact that male sex work has been presented as a “social problem”—a classification to whose objective existence many social scientists would take issue—and the reactions this has generated. Our chapter with Denton Callander opens part three by providing a picture of the clients of male sex workers, drawing from contemporary online data to present the voices of male clients who pay for the sexual services and companionship of male escorts. These clients are not easy to stereotype. They are young and old, blue-collar workers and professionals, gay and bisexual men, men who are married and some who are fathers, those in a permanent relationship and bachelors, men who are overweight and fit, homely and handsome. As previously noted, the clients of MSWs have historically been highly visible in the research, in contrast to the clients of FSWs. This was especially true in early accounts of male sex work, where clients were presented as effeminate deviant “homosexuals,” in stark contrast to the hypermasculine hustlers who were the focus of much early research. Some feminists recently have attempted to focus more attention on clients of sex workers, but this has been limited to heterosexual encounters. There also has been a push in Western Europe and the United States to increase penalties for the clients of sex workers, but this legislation has largely been considered within heteronormative frameworks that ignore the prevalence of MSWs and their clients.

In chapter 7, Thomas Crofts turns attention to the conception of male sex work as a problem of social order and looks at the ways it has been legally regulated in Anglophone cultures. He argues that, despite jurisdictional diversity, policies tend to disregard the variety of biographies, motivations, and experiences of sex work among FSWs, let alone the peculiarities of male sex work. This relatively linear focus on female sex work has had a profound influence on the regulation of sex work for both men and women. Although increasing attention is being paid to male sex workers, it is clear that concerns about male sex work remain marginal. This chapter explores why male sex work has received relatively little attention in academic and policy literature and has largely been bypassed by sex work regulations. It also examines the connection between the conceptualization of male homosexuality and male sex work, the impact this has had on the regulation of male sex work, and ends by exploring some of the forms and spaces of male sex work and how they shape regulation.

David Bimbi and Juline Koken, in chapters 8 and 9, argue that, throughout the decades, media and the literature have portrayed men in the sex trade as dangerous, crazy, and a threat to both their clients and the larger communities in which they live. While male homosexuality has gradually become more socially acceptable and mainstream, research on MSWs has been slow to follow suit. While public health research has increased on male sex work as a “vector of disease transmission,” little attention has been paid to the mental health of the sex workers themselves. Much of the research on MSWs seems to reflect a larger social paradigm of men as invulnerable and unemotional, although some has mirrored the research on FSWs, which presents childhood sexual or physical abuse as a root cause of their involvement in the sex trade. Research that explores the emotional lives of male sex workers and the mental health issues they face due to their work has only recently begun to proliferate.

Men who work on the street or in bars report higher rates of these problems than the more privileged MSWs, such as those who advertise sexual and escort services on the Internet. The research has found consistently that the stigma attached to working in the sex industry is powerful, and that men must marshal significant resources to cope with the harm that could result from disclosing their involvement or being outed as a sex worker to their loved ones. However, some studies have indicated that the stigma of being involved with male escort services may be less in Western gay communities than in non-Western settings, where it appears that many perceive buying or selling sexual services as fairly normative. Men who take an occupational or entrepreneurial approach to sex work are more likely to feel positive about their work and to have successful strategies for coping with the emotional challenges that can come with servicing sex clients. The mental health needs of men in the sex industry must be understood and attended to as part of recognizing the full humanity of MSWs as individuals who are part of their communities.

Koken and Bimbi argue in chapter 9 that the field of public health did not concern itself with MSWs until the HIV epidemic hit full force in the 1980s. As these authors note, due to the stigmatized nature of prostitution, public health was concerned with sex workers as “vectors of disease transmission” to the wider public. This stance, based partly on the legality of sex work and the public’s disdain for those engaged in it, completely overlooked the health and well-being of sex workers. MSWs in particular were objects of derision and they were not seen as people in need of care for any number of health issues. More recently, the wider health needs of MSWs—substance abuse, mental health, self-care, issues related to HIV—have become more integrated into a holistic approach to public health. Nevertheless, there is still a dearth of evidence-based health practices, official recommendations, and theoretical models to guide public health care for male sex workers.

In chapter 10, Christian Grov and Michael Smith look at the gay community from a cultural context and explore its relations to male sex work. They find that the evolution of male sex work is intimately tied to the modern gay rights movement and to new technologies. As homosexuality has become more visible and socially accepted, so has male sex work, with venues for advertisements now expanding beyond the gay print media and hustler bars to Internet websites devoted specifically to sex work, as well as sexual networking websites, where escorts and clients can have regular contact. Today, money and sex go hand in hand: escorts pay fees to advertise online or in print media; gay and bisexual men pay to join websites where they can engage in sexual networking with other men or purchase erotic content (both online and offline); and it is not uncommon to see pornographic material that is themed around financial transactions. One could argue that the sexualization of gay communities, which has facilitated the social acceptance of commercial sexual encounters, emerged as a result of the historical marginalization of sexual minorities. Thus, to understand male sex work, it is necessary to understand changes in the gay community as well as the shifting role technologies play in facilitating sexual transactions.

Mary Laing and Justin Gaffney extend the theme of providing services to male sex workers in chapter 11. They situate empirical data from a survey conducted with male sex workers about their sex work practices within the broader academic context, which explores debates on what sex work constitutes, what language is used to describe it, and the fact that sex work is often considered a feminized practice in national policy contexts. The survey findings reveal a lack of exploitation and coercion among those engaged in sex work, as well as a high level of education, a relatively low instance of substance abuse, and the fact that most of the men were in control of their sex work. However, theft and robbery were experienced by nearly half the sample, although there was a low level of reporting the incidents. Many of the men surveyed also had worked in pornography, where barebacking was deemed normative, and nearly half had little or no knowledge about post-exposure prophylaxis, or PEP treatments. The chapter concludes that the provision of services to MSWs should be nonjudgmental and should recognize the choice men make to stay involved in sex work, and, crucially, that the provision of services should be led by the men’s needs.

The fourth and final part of the book explores sociocultural variations on male sex work, drawing on research from four continents. In chapter 12, Paul Boyce and Gordon Isaacs examine male sex work in Southern and Eastern Africa, where relatively little is known about male sex work. They focus in particular on the experiences of men who not only sell sex to other men but also, for the most part, self-identify as homosexual. MSWs in Africa have regularly been excluded from policymaking and program planning and from research on health and safety, chiefly because of prejudice and denial among social workers, health service workers, and legal authorities. Men who sell sex in Africa may be doubly stigmatized, due to their assumed sexual orientation and to their sex work, and thus are subject to abuse and harassment. The authors collected detailed information on male sex workers’ life stories, social vulnerabilities, and sociosexual practices, consciously avoiding approaches to the study of sex work that classify types of sex workers or quantify the risks of such work. They focus instead on the day-to-day practices, perceptions, and experiences of these men, arguing that their approach can offer important insights into sex workers’ life experiences that will help create significant new pathways to addressing their social vulnerability, rights, risks, and health issues, including HIV and other sexually transmitted infections.

In chapter 13, Travis Kong provides a rare view of male sex work in China. He starts with a brief history of male homosexuality and prostitution in Ancient China, followed by an account of the emergence of the male sex industry in China since the 1980s. In contrast to the common conception of the male prostitute as a deviant social outcast or disease carrier, Kong presents male prostitution as an informal labor market and understands the male prostitute as a normal person in the context of work, situated in the context of contemporary China’s migration and urbanization. Focusing on “money boys,” the main actors in China’s male sex industry, this chapter examines the various facets of their lives and the male sex industry: reasons for and paths of entry to the industry; types of occupational settings; interactions with clients; work identity, stigma, and occupational risks; and the current regulatory models governing male prostitution (as well as homosexual relations) in China. The chapter concludes that, in the course of their sex work, money boys experience independence, control, and empowerment, as well as displacement, alienation, and dislocation. Their pursuit of freedom, happiness, and wealth in fact reflects the young generation in general under China’s quest for modernization and urbanization.

Linda Niccolai, in chapter 14, examines how male sex work has developed in Eastern Europe in light of the unprecedented economic and political changes that followed the collapse of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s. This has resulted, among other things, in a proliferation of sex work in present-day Russia. This phenomenon has been studied primarily in the context of female sex work as it relates to the expanding HIV epidemic, while the study of male sex work remains much more elusive. Furthermore, recent social changes in Russia reflect increasing homophobia and the marginalization of men who have sex with men, creating a potentially dangerous situation for men involved in sex work. The limited research reveals a range of risky behaviors and social vulnerability among this population, and this chapter provides a critical review and synthesis of what is known, drawing primarily from the public health literature. There clearly is a critical need for additional work to understand the context of male sex work in Russia more fully, and for programs and interventions that reduce the challenges to their well-being faced by MSWs in Russia.

In chapter 15, Victor Minichiello and his colleagues highlight how cultural understandings of masculinity can create both opportunities and challenges for men. Their analysis of a profile of male escorts in Argentina, for example, shows that men of diverse sexualities make complex decisions about working as an escort and providing services to both men and women. In this profile, complex cultural influences are at play around the meaning of “being a man,” and they are evolving and being negotiated between escorts and clients. Interestingly, as the escort business becomes globalized, we can anticipate that “hot sex tourism markets” will emerge in Latin America, where the sales pitch is for a product that is more exotic (e.g., hot, well-hung Latino men) and more affordable.

Heide Castañeda, in chapter 16, uses ethnographic methodology to point to a variety of cross-cultural constructions of gender, as well as the importance of structural processes to sexual meaning and practices. This chapter moves beyond the myopic association between sex work and HIV to contextualize health risks as a result of macro-level processes, including poverty, discrimination, unemployment, lack of housing, inadequate access to health care, and the loss of kin support structures through migration. The chapter is unique in its focus on migrant men, as few studies examine migration or the fact that prostitution is legal in Germany, or that these migrant street MSWs are not “illegal” because they are EU citizens.

In chapter 17, Paul Maginn and Graham Ellison draw on fieldwork and online data to provide a contemporary account of male sex workers in Ireland. As with most Western liberal democracies, Ireland’s regulatory approach to sex work is biased in the sense that political, policy, and moral concerns tend to focus on the experiences of female sex workers while very little is known about the male sex worker population. This is especially pronounced in a heteronormative country like Ireland—North and South—where the Catholic and Protestant churches have played a fundamental role in shaping societal and political attitudes toward sex and sexuality. This chapter breaks new empirical ground in its analysis of male sex work in Ireland, which draws from profile data of both male and female sex workers who operate across the country. Data obtained from one of the UK’s largest Internet-based escort agencies provides insight into the scale and characteristics of male sex workers in terms of the age, nationality, sexual orientation, and the sexual preferences of approximately 500 male and almost 5,000 female sex workers. The data also reveal that the geography of male sex work is by no means an urban phenomenon, as a significant proportion of Ireland’s male sex workers provide services to people in rural areas.

The structure and organization of male sex work has undergone a massive reconfiguration over the last two decades. How we understand male sex work also has changed. The studies in this book show that the sex industry cannot be understood without considering the wider societal forces and cultural environments in which the sex industry operates. The notion that male sex work is a clandestine and violent activity largely restricted to the streets or beats—public spaces where men can meet to have casual sex, such as toilets—is not supported by recent empirical research, which has begun to examine male sex work as a socially legitimate activity, and to frame it from an occupational perspective and as a rational economic and/or sexual choice. Recent work continues to demonstrate that the intrinsic nature of sex work is not oppressive, that there are different kinds of worker-client experiences, and that there is a varying degree of both victimization and exploitation, as well as agency and choice.

The studies in this book help the reader move beyond the pathologizing discourses that have produced an understanding of MSWs and their clients as deficient or deviant. By continuing to recognize the diverse demographics, motivations, and experiences of MSWs, we will be better equipped to provide support and to construct policy and conduct research that meets this diversity head on.
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_________________

*  We have adopted the term “sex work” throughout this book to describe commercial sexual exchanges. We consider the term “prostitute” to be an ideological representation that stigmatizes people labeled as such. To address this, liberal factions of the feminist movement and sex industry advocates have sought to counter-construct the prostitute as sex worker, arguing that those involved in the sex industry are no different from other workers. This industrial or occupational focus has gained much currency since the 1970s, despite the categorical limitations of the term “sex worker,” which has become an umbrella concept for a range of behaviors, not all of which would traditionally be considered prostitution. While we have favored the term “sex worker” in this collection, prostitute/prostitution have been adopted when describing ideological representations of commercial sexual exchanges or when referring to historical examples. In this respect, we adopt a constructionist position with regard to the use of terminology.
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Mack Friedman reminds us that evidence of same-sex eroticism can be found across history and cultures. When the old cliché about prostitution being the world’s oldest profession is rattled out, we tend to think of females rather than males. However, there is evidence that male and female prostitution have coexisted throughout history. In fact, male prostitution was so entrenched in Rome that male sex workers had their own holiday and paid a tax to the state. Yet Friedman shows how the meanings and values associated with male sex work have varied considerably in various cultural and historical contexts. In the ancient world, for example, those playing dominant same-sex erotic roles had elevated social status.

It is probably safe to say that power and hierarchy have always been influential in the world of sex work, yet recent research has found clear evidence that some of these encounters evolved into romance and love at various historical junctures. A similar point is made in Touching Encounters, the 2012 book by Kevin Walby, which states that, rather than all such exchanges being merely sexual or commercial encounters, an authentic romantic relationship can develop between client and escort. Male sex work is indeed about power and commerce, but it also involves friendship and mutuality. The real psychosocial nature of male sex work is waiting to be fully researched, explained, and shared with the world.
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When we look at male sex work, we must look at the two primary actions that comprise this event. First there is sex, most commonly between an older and a younger male. Then there is a reward for this sex, some kind of payment beyond a simple show of gratitude. Male sex work almost always has been viewed as a consequence and reflection of economic disparity between older and younger partners, and has existed across a wide continuum of cultural acceptance. Conditions for male sex workers are contingent, as we will see throughout this book, not only on the degree of cultural acceptance afforded them but on the degree of cultural acceptance afforded any sexual activity between men.

The history of male sex workers is gaptoothed and disjointed, like an aging boxer. Here, a note of caution: there is no canon to draw from, and your correspondent is not a trained historian. In other words, there is no “sex work” field, and if there were, I am sure I would not be the best fielder. This chapter is comprised of historical snapshots and a brief analysis of global hustler history, based primarily on the work of amateur and professional classicists and historians. It centers on what we can infer about the cultural conditions of male sex work in ancient Greece and Rome, pre-modern and Renaissance Europe, Japan in the days of the samurai, colonial and industrial America, and fin de siècle Western societies.

Greek Pornos: Timarkhos on Trial

In 346 BCE, the city-state of Athens signed a peace treaty with Macedonian warmonger Philip II via the envoys of the Athenian assembly. Philip II did not initially honor this treaty, however, for which the Athenian assembly blamed the envoys and attempted to court-martial them. One renegade envoy, Aiski-nes, strategically preempted the assembly by prosecuting Timarkhos, an assemblyman who was, not coincidentally, helping the Athenian assembly prepare to prosecute the envoys. Aiskhines took Timarkhos to court for having violated a law by merely addressing the assembly. According to Aiskhines, Timarkhos had been a prostitute in his youth and thus was barred from speaking to the Athenian assembly. Greek historian Kenneth J. Dover’s interpretation of that law is that it


debarred from addressing the assembly, and from many other civic rights, any citizen who maltreated his parents, evaded military service, fled in battle, consumed his inheritance, or prostituted his body to another male; this law provided for the denunciation, indictment, and trial of anyone who, although disqualified on one or other of these grounds, had attempted to exercise any of the rights forbidden to him.1



The audacity of Timarkhos, to address the assembly after having conducted sex work! Although we might view ancient Greek culture as sexually permissive, especially of sex between males, an intricate set of sociosexual codes delimited these relationships. These codes further distinguished between relationships for love, tutelage, and mentorship, and those that strictly involved lust and financial gain. Along with fairly high parity between younger and older male citizens in Greek society was great tolerance for affairs intertwining the stated characteristics, so long as they existed within gender norms. Younger and older males were linguistically separated within their relationships, subject to differentiation by both age and desire. The younger males were termed pais, which, according to Dover, is “a word also used for ‘child,’ ‘girl,’ ‘son,’ ‘daughter,’ and ‘slave.’”2 This curious conflation of meanings makes pais synonymous with, in this case, “one who is passive.” The older partner was, by contrast, active or passionate. This relativity of passion was further connoted by the conjugation of eros, or love. The masculine noun erastes defined the “senior partner,” the man who is the lover, whereas the pais was also called eromenos, a masculine passive participle that meant “beloved.”3

This is not the transactional sex of contemporary American paradigm. Rather, it was seen as a humanistic dyad that rewarded both parties, fulfilling such basic needs as education, affection, attention, and sex. Greek scholar Thomas Martin writes that


[pederasty] was generally accepted as appropriate behavior, so long as the older man did not exploit his younger companion purely for physical gratification or neglect his education in public affairs.4
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FIGURE 1.1

Wilhelm Plüschow (1852-1930) was an aristocrat and artist who produced homoerotic photographs in Italy. This is his portrait of his rumored lover, Vincenzo Galdi (right), with “Edoardo” at Posillipo, Naples, before 1895.

What happened, then, when a senior partner exploited his younger charge, using him solely for sexual release and neglecting his education? In Classical Greece, this was no longer paederastia but porneia: strictly prostitution. Compare this to the “sugar daddy,” an imperfect contemporary corollary; when a sugar daddy neglects his kept boy’s social education and professional development, the relationship becomes nothing more than a hustle.

Greek usage of the word “porneia” slowly evolved from “an originally precise term for a specific type of sexual behavior to all sexual behavior of which they disapprove and even to non-sexual behavior which is for any reason unwelcome to them … In later Greek [porneia] is applied to any sexual behavior towards which the writer is hostile.”5 This etymology characterizes the first distinct Western word for male prostitution: porneia. When set apart from pederasty, porneia came to connote an unnatural, undesirably exploitive quality for the senior partner, while impugning the junior partner with a nasty mercenary aspect. We can see this in the Grecian typology of female sex workers between porne and hetaira, or prostitute and mistress. Dover argues that although “the dividing line between the two categories could not be sharp … whether one applied the term porne or the term ‘hetaira’ to a woman depended on the emotional attitude towards her which one wished to express or to engender in one’s hearers.”6 Dover uses the writer Anaxilas as an example, citing a passage wherein hetairai (plural of hetaira) are defined by loyalty and affection and pornai (plural of porne) by avarice and deception.7 Male prostitutes also were differentiated from being eromenoi by more than just semantics and the level of social approval; they were institutionally distinguished by the laws that upheld Greek culture. One could say that male prostitution was tolerated and decriminalized, but Grecian male prostitutes were often denied basic citizenship rights.

Which brings us back to poor Timarkhos, the Athenian assemblyman with a sordid past. Aiskhines argued that, in Timarkhos’ youth,


if Timarkhos had remained with Misgolas and had not gone to anyone else, his conduct would have been less improper … But if I remind you and prove … that he has earned money by the use of his body not only in Misgolas’s keeping but in someone else’s, and then in another’s, and that he has gone from that to a new one … I don’t see how he can go on beating about the bush all day—actually peporneumenos [having behaved like a prostitute].8



Aiskhines anticipated that Timarkhos’s defense would hinge on the difference between porneia and paederastia. He presupposed the arguments of Timarkhos’s character witness, the estranged envoy Demosthenes. Aiskhines predicted that Demosthenes would, in order to defend his friend, employ a syllogism based on a standing Athenian prostitution tax; as all prostitutes were taxed and there was no record of Timarkhos within the city’s “prostitute logbook,” then Timarkhos must not have been a prostitute.9 Aiskhines preempted any appeal to the social education inherent in pederasty, which might have suggested to the assembly that, since Timarkhos was “thoroughly conversant with wrest-ling-schools and educated society,”10 he was more eromenos, a kept youth, than pornos, a hired youth. Moreover, Aiskhines admitted to his own participation in erotikos, loosely translated as “honest love,”11 in contrast to his allegations of Timarkhos’s commercial bent.

Focusing on alleged liaisons between Timarkhos and his numerous and unsavory partners, Aiskhines intended to portray the assemblyman’s slide into the world of porne. Dover translates one of Aiskhines’s rumors:


They [Misgalos and Phaidros] found him [Timarkhos] having lunch with some visiting foreigners. They threatened the foreigners and told them to come along to the prison, because they had corrupted a youth of free status; the foreigners were frightened and disappeared, leaving the party that had been prepared.12



Innuendo seems to have slanted this case in Aiskhines’s favor, for he wound up winning the suit and avoiding prosecution for his role in the broken peace treaty that precipitated this. According to Aiskhines,


Timarkhos alone has brought this whole case on himself. The laws laid down that because of his shameful life he should not address the assembly.13



In fact, it mattered more to Aiskhines and to the jury that Timarkhos refused to recuse himself from the assembly because of his potential sex work history; it was less important that he had been a prostitute (or had behaved like one), as prostitution was legal and even taxed in classical Athens. Although a free citizen was free to be a male prostitute, he relinquished future freedoms. In this way, ancient Grecian male prostitution was to become an activity that was, for the most part, limited to foreigners, other noncitizens, and slaves.

Young noncitizen males within Grecian boundaries were poorer than their citizen counterparts, and thus more likely to have endured relationships with patrician men who offered meager, survival-based rewards. David Halperin suggests that, in this case, traditional pederasty served to further distinguish class boundaries: “Sex between social superordinate and subordinate served, at least in part, to articulate the social distance between them.”14 Aiskhines in essence won the trial because he was able to remove Timarkhos from his class. Still, in much of Greece, male prostitutes were legally protected if they registered and paid taxes,15 although they were simultaneously caricatured and ridiculed as sluts—in fact, as emblematic of everything oversexed. Dover cites the historian Polybius reciting gossip about Agathokles:


Agathokles, in his first youth, was a common prostitute (pornos) available to the most dissolute. A jackdaw, a buzzard, putting his rear parts in front of anyone who wanted.16



Dover’s interpretation is that the jackdaw “symbolises impudence and shamelessness; the buzzard … presumably symbolises insatiable lust, which is assumed to characterize the true pornos.”17 The case of Timarkhos illustrates how class structure and citizenship rights were related in ancient Athens to the expression of masculinity, and how prostitution was in turn related to sociosexual submission—an economic, sexual, social, and physical subjugation that reduced the seller’s status and rights (assuming that the seller had any status and rights to begin with).

Catamites: Byzantine and Roman Male Sex Work

By the end of the first century BCE, when Greek strongholds began to fall and Greek socioeconomic influence began to wane in the Mediterranean, the conquering Romans imprinted their own notions of male sex work. In the Roman Empire, slaves and former slaves (freedmen) often were forced to engage in survival sex and were sold from buyer to buyer for the price of chickpeas.18 Freed imperial Roman males could legally engage in sex with other men for a combination of rewards, including love, tutelage, money, gifts, shelter, and food, as long as they did it voluntarily and not as sexual servants.

For the next few hundred years, it remained respectable for younger men of all classes to be partners—usually passive—in intercourse with older men.19 However, by creating and maintaining a slave class, the bipartite patriarchy of the later Roman Republic (senate and consuls) kept for its successful males an easy alternative to tutorial pederasty. Moreover, after the demise of ancient Greece and the ascension of Roman culture, the price for sexual services decreased drastically, which left young male members of the slave class in a situation similar to that of urban street-based sex workers in contemporary America, from whom fellatio is available for the price of a California roll. How did this shift occur?

In the fourth century BCE, the historian Polybius, whom John Boswell deems reliable, recorded that “many men … spent a talent [about $2,000] for a male lover or 300 drachmas for a jar of caviar from the Black Sea.”20 Citing another volume of Polybius, Boswell traces one of Cato’s speeches in the second century BCE. Cato was reported to have complained that “the value of male prostitutes exceeded that of farm lands.”21 In the later days of the Roman Republic, however, a growing patriarchal prejudice against the passive partner in malemale sexual intercourse in traditional pederast relationships affected the legality of certain behaviors:


Noncitizen adults (e.g., foreigners, slaves) could engage in such behavior without a loss of status, as could Roman youths, provided the relationship was voluntary and nonmercenary. Such persons might in fact considerably improve their position in life through liaisons of this type … Those who commonly played the passive role in intercourse were boys, women, and slaves—all persons excluded from the power structure. Often they did so under duress, economic or physical.22



However strong this stigma against men being passive sexual partners for other men, it did not stop freeborn men from being passive when having sex with other males and even hiring active partners for themselves. There is fascinating evidence that a variety of emperors, including Caesar and Nero, enjoyed receiving exoleti into their sphintria. Not only was it culturally acceptable to make sexual use of servants, it was actually institutionalized: “Roman men of a certain status had a male slave called a concubinus whose specific function was to meet their sexual needs before marriage.”23

As it was legal, and perfectly acceptable, for males to have sex with each other in fourth-century BCE Rome, the value of male sex workers could only be driven down by enlarging the slave class, as freeborn men did not comprise the sex worker excrescence in the Roman Republic. Boswell avers that “very large numbers of prostitutes were recruited from the lower classes and among foreigners and slaves.”24 Of course they were, for according to new laws, foreigners and slaves were the only adult males available for homosexual sex. This legal distinction served to increase economic disparity and create conditions for sex workers consistent with modern times. Roman republican patriarchy, which thrived on fixed gender roles, began to refine its biases regarding male sex workers, reflecting a double standard in social tolerance:


In addition to taboos regarding passivity, very strong opprobrium attached to male citizens who became prostitutes, due to the facts that (1) prostitution represented the bottom level of a profession already viewed with disdain by well-born Romans, i.e., commerce; and (2) anyone—citizen or slave—could avail himself of the services of a prostitute. The prospect of a Roman citizen servicing a slave sexually and for money was certain to invite contempt and disgust. No stigma whatever resulted from the use of such prostitutes, however.25



“Banish prostitutes,” suggested St. Augustine, “and you reduce society to chaos through unsatisfied lust.”26 Since before the common era, local taxes often had been collected from Roman prostitutes. Gary Devore suggests that when Emperor Caligula instituted a tax on prostitutes and pimps, compelling formal registration for sex workers, their legitimacy was temporarily strengthened.27 But enforced registration surely created new difficulties: How would one disguise his employment in such a highly visible field whose reputation was now steadily worsening?

But ancient Roman taxation of prostitutes was not so much a measure of social legitimacy as it was a strategy to gouge the wages of a predominantly enslaved population. This tax lasted through early Christian rule, until 498 CE, because, as Claudine Dauphin suggests,


prostitution could occasionally be very lucrative and thus beneficial through taxation, [so] the Christian Byzantine State turned a blind eye. Since the Roman Republic, according to Tacitus, male and female prostitutes had been recorded nominally in registers which were kept under the guardianship of the aediles.28



Obviously aware that their teachings did not conform to existing behavioral practice, new Christian leaders were ill advised to enforce any changes. Devore seconds that the tax in question “proved to be extremely profitable,” adding that “it caused some embarrassment to some of the early Christian emperors.”29

Excavations have unearthed ancient male brothels within the former Roman Empire, but these were not the only sanctioned spots for sex work. Pueri plied their trade on thoroughfares, in alleyways and gymnasiums, at the pools and the public baths, in earmarked taverns—and in, as Devore has put it, “other spaces specifically set aside for mercenary sex or utilized for the selling of sex only at certain times, such as under the arches of an amphitheater, in cemeteries, along city walls, and inside deserted buildings.”30 In these ways, ancient Roman sex work was probably not so different from our own—more open, perhaps, but practiced amid similar monuments and public spaces—and gay society throughout history has passed down a tradition of public sex.

Contemporary society’s public planning derives from archaic ideas about constructing urban spaces, and sex workers in ancient Rome used public urban spaces for transactional sex rendezvous, just as we do today, because these locales promoted a choice of clients, as well as more consistent business. This method was all too visible and often frustrating in times of social intolerance for sex work, but Mediterranean male sex workers also could use semiprivate settings, such as temples, brothels, and amphitheaters. In an example of life imitating art, it has been discovered that an excavated Roman brothel had been called the House of Ganymede. According to Devore, it had “a representation of the same-sex rape of Ganymede, and a large stone phallus carved on a paving stone before the house, pointing directly at the front door.”31

Older and younger Roman male prostitutes were linguistically differentiated. Older sex workers were termed exoleti (grown up, or active); younger males, especially slaves, were called pueri delicati or catamati. Concubinus, meritori, scortum, and sphintria were more general professional descriptors.32 Oddly, although pederasty was socially tolerated and well practiced in ancient Rome, as it was in Greece, it was tolerated only under purely economic tenets. Romans could not, as did their Grecian forebears, mix sexual relations with tutorials—at least not with freeborn males. And herein lies the distinction, a caveat to Roman permissiveness that limited the adult male’s interactions to younger males of subordinate class:


Absent is the initiatory pedagogical aspect evident in Greek culture where an older man took a youth under his wing to teach him about life while enjoying him sexually, and accented is the social distinction between free and not free, citizen and not citizen, active and non-active.33



This binary construct existed for dual reasons. First, it maintained a class distinction that hindered underclass men from succeeding at anything but slave labor and prostitution, so that the riches could reside with the most fortunate families and the Church, which continued to make money from taxing the slave trade. Freedom in the Roman Empire came only with birth, capital, or mercy. Second, it rationalized men’s sexual behavior, in this case their same-sex behavior.

Active and passive sex roles were becoming rigorously defined as respectively masculine or feminine, and as Christian doctrine was establishing itself, culturally expected and imposed sexual roles played the leads in a morality play scripted to polarize gender and sexual relations. The proponents of new, procreative sexual laws codifying chastity for the unmarried presumably intended to increase the strength and productivity of the empire; encouraging coupling would, as the theory goes, increase the chances that children would be cared for. This tenet backfired, however, resulting in overpopulation and scores of abandoned illegitimate children, who were often fated to become prostitutes as they entered young adulthood. Again, I quote Dauphin:


Christianity’s condemnation of any type of non-procreative sexual intercourse brought about the outlawing of homosexuality in the Western Empire in the third century and consequently of male prostitution. In 390, an edict of Emperor Theodosius I threatened with the death penalty the forcing or selling of males into prostitution. Behind this edict lay not a disgust of prostitution, but the fact that the body of a man would be used in homosexual intercourse in the same way as that of a woman. And that was unacceptable, for had St. Augustine not stated that “the body of a man is as superior to that of a woman, as the soul is to the body?”34



As a clear byproduct of this admixture of an ancient sexism, a legislated retreat from sex for pleasure, and a sharpened definition of gender roles, homophobia emerged in Rome. This unfortunate development prefigured the police brutality, social stigma, and the resultant danger that would characterize Western male sex work to the present day. Shortly after its engraving, Theodosius’s decree was glowingly enforced:


In application of Theodosius’ edict in Rome, the prostitutes were dragged out of the male brothels and burnt alive under the eyes of a cheering mob.35



Beginning in 600 CE, female Roman sex workers were legally respected. They were no longer grouped with male workers and were semantically differentiated. For instance, female sex workers were termed heterae, not sphintria. However, sexually undeveloped girls could be compared to passive boy prostitutes in a unique linguistic transgenderism. Dauphin tells of a girl from Constantinople named Theodora, who became Emperor Justinian’s consort:


[She] was known to Syrian monks as “Theodora who came from the brothel”. Her career proves that Byzantine courtesans like the Ancient Greek hetairai could aspire to influential roles in high political spheres. Long before her puberty, Theodora worked in a Constantinopolitan brothel where, according to the court-historian Procopius of Caesarea’s Secret History, she was hired at a cheap rate by slaves as all she could do then was to act the part of a “male prostitute.”36



Dauphin’s analysis raises questions about the merit of the meritrix in ancient Rome and Byzantium. She suggests that abandoned children supplied the sex work market, quoting Clement of Alexandria’s plea to deadbeat dads: “How many fathers, forgetting the children they abandoned, unknowingly have sexual relations with a son who is a prostitute or a daughter become a harlot?”37 Clement provided the first real indication of transgender sex work by describing a custom at slave auctions where boys were “‘beautified’ to attract potential buyers.”38

By all indications, male prostitutes in the Roman Empire were generally young abandoned slaves with little career choice—a change from their status in the republic, when they at least could have aspired to become high-class courtesans. The need for Romans to create and maintain a separate class of citizenry who existed solely for physical and sexual slavery resulted from an almost totalitarian empirical rule distinguished by its strict Christian doctrine. Several decrees were enforced to further foment, and profit from, this class, including the taboo against same-sex male intimacy with anyone other than slaves, the continuing taxes on female prostitution, and edicts like that issued by Constantine I in 394 CE, which allowed poverty-stricken parents to sell their children.

Although by this time illegal in many regions, male sex work continued in parts of the Roman Empire into the sixth century CE, especially in the eastern regions, which approached India. Dauphin reports that


male prostitution remained legal in the pars orientalis of the empire. From the reign of Constantine I, an imperial tax was levied on homosexual prostitution, this constituting a legal safeguard for those who could therefore engage in it “with impunity”. Evagrius emphasises in his Ecclesiastical History that no emperor ever omitted to collect this tax. Its suppression at the beginning of the sixth century removed imperial protection from homosexual prostitution. In 533, Justinian placed all homosexual relations under the same category as adultery and subjected both to death.39



For 200 years, Roman interpretation of Christian doctrine had given men who had sex with other men an out; there were some cases where the law did not or would not apply, namely in cases of slavery. Sex exchange between men had thus become distorted into a solidly remunerative, marginally sanctified act of exploitation. This metamorphosis freed freeborn Roman adult males to act as gods:


The erotic ideal of Ganymede, the beautiful shepherd who willingly allowed himself to be the sexual plaything of the king of gods in exchange for immortality, is an apt metaphor for the Roman conception of the male prostitute. Although morally stigmatized by his profession, and lacking many of the legal rights of other Roman men, the male prostitute performed a necessary function within society. He was defined by his participation in the framework of public sexuality.40



But Roman men were not gods, and street sex workers were mortal. With psychosocial forces so disparate, it is no wonder that Roman male sex workers were torched en masse, no longer shepherds but certainly scapegoats.

Wakashudo: Japan in the Bloom of Modernity

During the 17th century, and probably for centuries beforehand, pederasty was revered in Japan. Younger males and women were, as in ancient Greece and pre-modern Rome, considered similarly available and pleasurable sexual partners for Japanese men. Examining a collection of 40 short stories written by Ihara Saikaku and collected in The Great Mirror of Male Love in 1687, Paul Gordon Schalow writes that “male homosexual relations were accepted as a normal component of male sexuality and followed established social conventions, though the conventions differed when prostitution was involved.”41 While noncommercial sex between males was practiced among Buddhist priests and chigo apprentices, and samurai warriors and their apprentices, kabuki theater offered spaces for transactional sex in early modern Japan.

Just as Greek and Roman societies differentiated between commercial and noncommercial male-male sexual expression, relationships between samurai warriors and their protégés differed in some ways from those of the kabuki wakashu, or male actors/prostitutes and their clients. There was significant economic parity between partners in samurai apprenticeships, and the relationship was characterized as a striving for ikiji, defined by Schalow as “shared masculine pride.”42 Schalow compares depictions of mercenary and nonmercenary wakashudo in Saikaku’s work:


The narratives on kabuki youths often focused on the youth’s transcendence of the financial transaction and his entry into the emotional realm of ikiji, [but] this shift usually required that he abandon prostitution … ikiji frequently represented the ennobling potential of the samurai ethic on the townsman’s world of kabuki, but a few narratives showed noncommercial relations based on shared masculine pride developing between merchant and priest and kabuki youth.43



Kabuki actors in training who wished to remain prostitutes could still aspire to nasake, a sensitivity to their clients’ emotional suffering. Schalow quotes Saikaku:


Professional wakashu are the finest. Other youths make vows of love from mutual feelings of affection and give their lives to their lovers in return for support in a crisis, but these kabuki wakashu have no such pleasures. They must make themselves available to their patrons from the very first meeting before they have even had time to get acquainted. Such love (nasake) far surpasses the attention of other youths.44



While this emotional structure was restrictive, depriving male sex workers of more intimate male bonding, it was elastic enough to allow for love to develop. Legally, kabuki and other male youth were fair game until the latter part of the 17th century, when the Tokugawa government passed edicts that prohibited male-male intimacies that crossed class boundaries. However, this only resulted in maintaining samurai apprenticeships as a form of ikiji and preventing samurai from consorting with kabuki.

By maintaining economic parity between sexually intimate males, early modern Japan provided two behavioral modalities based entirely on caste. Same-sex relationships between top-caste samurai were seen as a male-bonding rite of early adulthood, while similar across-caste relationships were perceived as a form of prostitution that, though comparatively less desirable, was legal, common, and allowed for the expression of love.

Doing Evil: Male Sex Work in Preindustrial Europe

Germanic feudal society demarcated class structure into masters and servants, a sublimated sex dynamic that undoubtedly created an atmosphere of continued sexual exploitation by the very rich. In Italy, meanwhile, same-sex relations between males of similar caste began to take on the term “brotherhood.” Much like the commitment ceremony of today, same-sex partnerships could be formal or informal, depending perhaps on their community’s urbanity.45 Boswell argues that these unions were only partnerships or brotherhoods, and that any remuneration, such as the sharing of property and estate, was secondary to the relationship. As an example of such relationships, Boswell notes the story of St. Peter Ordinski, who ran away from home as a teenager, cofounded a church, and met the Prince of the Tatars, who gave Peter a dowry and ate every meal with him. (Peter is reported to have burst into tears when learning of the prince’s arranged marriage to a high-class Tatar woman.)46

As new laws were enacted in medieval and pre-modern Europe, they included edicts that disrupted the vocational options of the male sex worker. In many countries, the threat of capital punishment continued to overshadow sex between males, and legal guidebooks such as The Institutes and The Eclogues contained prohibitions against boys entering the priesthood “if their ‘vessel’ was ‘broken.’”47 It is clear, however, that state codes did not stop male sexual commerce from occurring in major European cities. In late medieval Italy, where 15 percent of children were abandoned, young unemployed men roamed the cobblestones and became bardassas, a word derived from the Arabic word for “slave,” which connotes male prostitutes playing passive sexual roles, and “model-catamites” for artists.48

Meanwhile, proto-gay-rights literature began to draw distinctions between homosexual sex for pleasure and for money, reaching back to the codes of ancient Greece and Rome and sharing the philosophy of the wakashudo. Describing homosexuality in Florence in the 1600s, Michael Rocke quotes from Alcibiades the Schoolboy, a pro-homosexual “dialogue”:


This name of bardassa … should not be and is in effect not given to boys who out of affection and kindness couple graciously with civil and praiseworthy lovers … The bardassa correctly means mercenary and venal putto, who sells himself as mere merchandise.49



It seems likely that street-based male sex work was not an unusual phenomenon in European cities; however, it was stigmatized, feared, and punished, perhaps even more than noncommercial sex between men.

Jeffrey Merrick notes that Parisian law enforcement was inured enough to the city’s sodomites that it typically did not enforce the capital punishment laws; prosecutions from 1715 “fit a predictable pattern of sexual relations between younger males, commonly immigrants from the provinces, who supported themselves or at least supplemented their wages through prostitution, and older males who were willing and able to pay for their services.”50 Nevertheless, consider the case of Edme Guerin, a 20-year-old arrested in 1715 in Paris, where he had been living for 10 months since arriving from Lyon. Poor Guerin reported that he had “not lived on his prostitution and his infamies”; rather, being new to Paris,


and having met [a man named] Lemur, this wretched man asked him if he would not like him to introduce him to men who liked lads and having parties with them. The respondent, who was at the time in very great need of money and having a lot of trouble surviving, unfortunately accepted the proposal of said Lemur, who procured him the first time to a shopkeeper in the rue aux Fers who deals in buttons … with whom they were in a tavern called The Magpie in the Rue Saint-Denis, where … the worst infamies took place.51



Guerin served six months in prison for sodomy, which the court euphemized as “do[ing] evil.” He reported that it was “not hard to make the acquaintance of infamous types who prostitute themselves or those who debauch them, since they stroll every day in the Luxembourg [Gardens], where even persons of rank meet. And when they plan to debauch a young lad whom they believe suits them, they accost him by asking what time it is or on various other pretexts.” By the 18th century, male sex work had become institutionalized in cities across Europe, replete with understood meeting places and lingual codes to facilitate such activity. Despite the harshly punitive laws in place to stop male sex work, it was common enough that law enforcement systems, if not ignoring it entirely, were beginning to sometimes punish it less severely than, for instance, the ancient Romans.

Love for Biscuits: The Founding of a Nation

We have learned, so far, of kept boys who have been deified, of saints, and of slaves. We would be remiss in not reminding our readers that there exists a country whose earliest settlers included men who traded sex. As John Smith wrote in 1607 of the first spring for the Jamestown colonists, “[We are] oppressed [by] extreme weakness and sickness … Whilst the ships [from England] stayed, allowance was somewhat bettered, by a daily proportion of Bisket [biscuit] which the sailors would pilfer to sell, give, or exchange with us, for money, saxefras [sassafras], furs, or love.”52 Unfortunately, when the ships left again for England and the starved colonists could no longer trade things (including love) for food, they were forced to eat wormy barley from a communal kettle before they learned how to live off the Virginia land.

This offhand report, phrasing male sex trading without bias, would not characterize male sex work in American society today. In fact, America has not traditionally recognized its male sex workers as much more than vectors of homosexuality and/or sexually transmitted diseases; of course, the two are often conflated.

In 1677, young indentured servants named Sam Barboe and Peter Buoll were offered a bushel of corn and gunpowder, respectively, to take off their pants for their master, Nicholas Sension. Sension’s sentence—which did not include imprisonment or hanging, perhaps due to his high social status—contained a proviso that held his estate in escrow until his death, whereupon it would return to his family so long as he didn’t continue “infecting the rising generation.”53

Fast-forward 150 years to the penal colonies on the East Coast of North America, where reformer Louis Dwight noted that certain inmates had “peculiar skin, the strained and sunken eye, the distorted mouth and head, and the general expression of the countenance.” It was, he wrote, “as if God had impressed the mark of the beast upon them, for unnatural crime; … I did not understand, till I learned, that the sin of sodom is the vice of prisoners, and boys are the favorite prostitutes.”54 Lest you conclude that the good reformer got carried away, a gonorrhea epidemic was discovered in 1886 in a male reform school in Baltimore and attributed to young inmates’ practice of engaging in sodomy with older inmates for “tobacco, candy, or other delicacy.”55

By the late 1800s, male sex work in America was no longer entirely relegated to master-servant or intra-inmate relationships. At least in New York City, an emergent gay and transgender community was establishing itself in bars and beer halls. According to testimony given to the City Vigilance League, a reform commission, in 1899 there were “on the Bowery alone … certainly six places” that were “well known as being resorts for male prostitutes,” including Little Bucks and Columbia Hall (nicknamed Paresis Hall, after an epithet flung at male and transgendered sex workers that connoted paralysis thought to be caused by venereal disease) on Bowery and Fifth Street, which was known for “men … soliciting men at the tables.”56 Said one witness, “I have always observed these degenerate men there in large number, quite large numbers from twenty-five to fifty.”57
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FIGURE 1.2

Courtroom sketches of boys involved in London’s Cleveland Street Scandal in the late 1800s. When the homosexual brothel in the case was in operation, homosexuality was illegal in the UK.

Similar scenes were reported at The Slide, a beer garden on Bleecker Street, where “a great number of those queer creatures assembled each night, dressed in male costume and sitting for company on the same basis as the others [the female prostitutes],”58 and at the Golden Rule Pleasure Club on West Third Street, where one was “buzzed” into a room with a table, two chairs, and a young man dressed as, and identifying as, a woman.59 In Washington, D.C., in the 1890s, African Americans were holding “drag dances.”60 The rise of transgender sex work was memorialized in an 1894 medical report:


In many large cities the subjects of contrary sexual impulse form a class by themselves and are recognized by the police … They adopt the names of women, and affect a feminine speech and manner, “falling in love” with each other, and writing amatory and obscene letters. In New York City alone there are no less than one hundred of these, who make a profession of male prostitution, soliciting upon the streets and in parks when they get the opportunity. Physically, many of these men whom I have examined present the stigmata of degenerative insanity.61



It is unclear from these reports whether the subjects actually identified themselves as women or were induced to cross-dress by social and sex work mores that made it easier for them to have sex with men for money if they presented themselves as women. However, the reactions to such behavior by the powers that be do not suggest that transgender sex workers were any more tolerated at that time than they are today. It is sadly ironic that male and transgender sex workers have been associated historically with sexually transmitted infections when HIV/AIDS has so ravaged these groups in recent decades.

Feasting with Panthers: Fin de Siècle Europe

Across the ocean, a gay underground was beginning to thrive; the 1810 adoption and spread of the Napoleon Penal Code had effectively decriminalized sodomy across Continental Europe, ruled by the French Empire. From Paris to London to Berlin, male sex workers created niches for sexual commerce in such hiding places (or Schlupfwinkels) as park tearooms, public gardens, and bazaars, including Berlin’s famous Friedrichstrasse.62 Public cruising areas were marked by economic dissonance. In pubs, parks, and markets, genteel upper-class fairies were looking for a good time with working-class messenger boys. Historian Jeffrey Weeks writes about London:


By the 1870s, any homosexual transaction, whether or not money was involved, was described as “trade”… In this world of sexual barter, particularly given the furtiveness, the need for caution, and the great disparities of wealth and social position among the participants, the cash nexus inevitably dominated.63



Like Rome in the era of early Christianity, Victorian London had a massive split between its wealthy and its destitute. Unlike ancient Rome, however, its social mores were shaped by several hundred more years of strict Church doctrine.

The young working-class males who served as sex workers generally were assumed to take an active, masculine role, while the upper-crust sex solicitors would play the fairy. This represents a shift in social mores, which had until this point in sex work history favored the buyer over the seller fairly consistently. James Gardiner tries to find a rationale for the upper crust’s taste for working-class boys, attributing it to the “idealisation [of] … savages: dumb, anonymous sex objects.”64 Weeks confers upon this iconography a desire to “cross the class divide,”65 to see if the grass was indeed greener on the other side. But there may be a simpler reason for these couplings than the theory that opposites attract; for rich older men, working-class guys were simply the young men most available for sex. Economically, the boys needed the cash; socially, they remained straight; as trade, the activity would rarely be looked at askance by the populus, and the straighter the boy looked and acted, the less suspicion the client incurred for consorting with a “toff.”66 Tolerance works in interesting ways: although society was paying more legal attention to same-sex intimacies, “no one thought it at all odd if a gentleman took an interest in a young lad, the presumption [being] that his motives were philanthropic.”67 Of course, that presumption might be accurate regardless of whether the gentleman was apprenticing an eager tradesman or giving him head and paying him for it.

There had also been a tradition of soldier hustlers in Britain since the early 1800s. The impetus for this prostitution may very well have been the poor pay the soldiers received. Gardiner cites Xavier Mayne, who wrote Intersexes in 1919:


The price of giving his physical beauty and sexual vigour, even if with no good-will for the act, to the embraces of some casual homosexual client brings him more money in half an hour than he is likely to receive as his whole week’s pay.68



Seemingly high in demand, the male prostitute once again became a luxury, as pricey as a jar of caviar. Soldiers were prized because they were considered more ethical; that is, less likely to blackmail their clients. By the end of the 1800s, they were active in every British port town, fresh-cheeked and dressed in scarlet. Weeks concludes that a male prostitute had two choices: to act and assume he was straight trade and hope that society and its laws protected him; or to assume he was homosexual and live in a world where hostility and danger were part of every day.69

Although soldiers were not in on London’s infamous Cleveland Street Affair of 1889, post office messengers were. A ready network of young men was established at a particularly aristocratic house through word of mouth among young post office messengers. Eventually, one confused messenger reported his casual prostitution to the police. This young man, (aptly named?) Thickbroom, reported that, after mutual masturbation with a friend and fellow messenger in a public restroom, his friend suggested that Thickbroom could “go to be with a man … you’ll get four shillings for a time.”70 Thickbroom was thus persuaded.

All the messenger boys involved in casual prostitution in this Cleveland Street house were cleared of any prostitution charges. The verdict was very clear, stating in effect that the messengers were too young to know what they were doing and were preyed upon by wealthy older men. The court was moved to “protect the children … from being made the victims of the unnatural lusts of full-grown men.”71 English courts and conventional public opinion had little tolerance for upper-class men who solicited sex from adolescents, as Oscar Wilde’s trials a few years later would attest to.

For many male sex workers, though, the situation in Britain could hardly have been better, especially if one were discreet. Discretion also meant sticking with one’s biological gender—unless, I suppose, one could pass for a female sex worker. Transgender people, in fact, were arrested simply for cross-dressing, charged with male prostitution, and often convicted on conjecture.72 This fit into the subliminal mores of fin de siècle Britain, which punished biological males presumed to be “inverts,” people who acted effeminate or otherwise eschewed their biological gender role.

Male sex workers, on the other hand, enjoyed great social tolerance for their rendezvous with clients. Of course, their economic situation was often unpleasant, which must be seen as why many of them resorted to sex work in the first place. They made a fair amount of money per transaction, and they were not expected to completely give up the rights to their bodies, as Roman slaves had been. Moreover, provided they were straight or closeted, young sex tradesmen had access to other professional work down the line and retained an unhindered reputation. And if they found they were gay, well, they had a ready network of rich and influential friends—that is, if their friends weren’t all in jail.

Oscar Wilde, who was not yet imprisoned, termed this demimonde “feasting with panthers.”73 Mr. Wilde, meanwhile, was making pilgrimages to a Sicilian coastal town called Taormina, where he’d tracked down the first major hustler photographer, who was always open for business.

Color Catalogue: Taormina, 1900

The Baron Wilhelm von Gloeden, a German royal, fled to Italy in the 1880s. The amateur photographer found himself amid deserted ruins and fertile hillocks in the small village of Taormina. He also found himself relatively wealthy and with a good deal of ready models. Along with his nephew, Guglielmo von Plüschow, the baron started training a recently acquired camera on the local male youth. In addition to paying them for modeling and hosting extravagant parties for them and his visiting friends, the baron was willing to form friendships with and to mentor the youth. One young man, identified by an anonymous collector as Pietro Mazza, was reputedly photographed over a 20-year period; the last known photograph of him shows him fully clothed and mustachioed at the top of von Gloeden’s back steps, arms around two white-bearded men.74 Another model of both von Gloeden and von Pluschow, a youth named Vicenzo Galdi, became an artist in his own right after modeling for some of the baron’s pictures.

Like British sex workers, the baron’s subjects were working class, but they were not urbane. The young men of Taormina were callused, rough, their hair a tousled mess. Roland Barthes observes that their toenails were rough-hewn and their farmer musculature stood out. 75 Nevertheless, they were not shy. As Thomas Waugh contends,


the model’s body is frequently arranged in such a way that the look of the spectator is invited to explore it, penetrate it as erogenous territory. The connotation of prone and supine poses … many of them quite explicit in their passivity, is of availability, access, vulnerability. These “spread” poses are inherited from heterosexual eroticism of the high or low variety and are precursors of the post-Stonewall centerfold. Other sitting and crouching or leaning poses aim for similar connotations: the positions of legs parted or arms raised, or of self-touching, are all standard formulas in the erotic representation of women and the exact inverse of traditional coding of mature men.76



Oscar Wilde obliquely refers to orgies at the von Gloeden compound, and biographer Jacques LeMay hints that the young models were complaisants, agreeable to having sex with men who came from far away to visit. It must have seemed to these well-schooled, well-heeled adults that they had just traveled back in history to the early days of the Roman Republic, as old traditions died hard in such isolated agrarian areas. There was great economic disparity between these Sicilian models and their photographers and subsequent patrons, but that does not seem to have prevented them from developing beneficial, humane relationships.

Von Gloeden’s images tweaked the interest of Italian moralists: in the 1930s, Mussolini’s Fascist regime destroyed the photographs it could find and burned the negatives. Nevertheless, the baron and his cousin added a final Victorian ambiguity to hustler iconography at a time when remunerative sex exchange between males, especially those of different ages, was increasingly perceived in the rest of Europe as a serious importunity. Even with all the props used in their photographs, the expatriate Germans depicted male sex workers more realistically, more intimately, and consequently in more complex ways than any artist had for centuries.

The Modern Hustler

What does this all suggest about the historical role of male sex workers in societies around the globe? We can conclude that, since recorded history over a broad range of human societies, (mostly younger) men have found ways to profit from some exchange of sex for money from (usually older) other men.77 Across cultures, these exchanges often have been differentiated from nonmonetary sexual exchanges between men, whether for things such as tutelage or lodging, or only to satisfy desire and/or receive affection. In societies that have been relatively tolerant of sex between men, male sex workers have nonetheless been stigmatized. Although this intolerance may be due to the fact that most male sex workers come from lower-class backgrounds, sex work also can be considered to have inhibited social progress among its participants; for example, by delimiting their preexisting rights, as the Greek case against Timarkhos illustrates. However, in societies that have been intolerant of sex between men, male sex workers have been more or less ignored or have suffered no more than the usual stigma associated with homosexual behavior by the larger society while being iconized by their clients.78 Counterintuitively, then, these observations suggest that male sex workers may experience better working conditions in societies with a high degree of homophobia than in societies with advanced civil rights for men who have sex with each other.

Where are we now? In the last 100 years in America, we have seen the status of male sex workers decline correspondingly with an increase in acceptance of nonmonetary homosexual sex. At present, while gay people can marry in 14 states and the District of Columbia (as of publication), male sex work is legal in only one. (Of course, female sex work is only legal in one state, too.) The rezoning of former hustler strolls, heightened policing of public sex environments, and shifting social mores among the larger gay and lesbian community have, along with the arrival of the Internet as a venue for sexual assignations, contributed to the relative invisibility of today’s hustler.79 This extra-marginalization appears to have highly negative effects: male sex workers consistently report lower educational attainment and annual income and higher rates of substance abuse, depression, violence, victimization, homelessness, HIV risk, and HIV infection than other men who have sex with men.80 Perhaps the best parallel for the qualified disrespect with which contemporary America views and treats male sex workers, relative to other men who have sex with men, is ancient Greece. Today’s hustler is scorned, stigmatized, and unprotected, and though not a slave or servant, he is not too far removed from that status. Paradoxically, we seem to be right back where we started.

And they deserve better. Men who trade sex have, at least in America, been an essential part of society. They can be linked to our earliest settlements, to the establishment of the first queer urban spaces, and, as other readings show, to the passage of child labor laws and the riots at Stonewall and Compton’s Cafeteria, which sparked the modern gay rights movement.81 Beyond these social movements, male sex workers have served an essential sexual function, as transactional sex for many years was the most feasible sexual activity between men in urban America, to say nothing of the essential function male sex workers have performed as the predominant porn and erotica models throughout the 20th century. Male sex workers also have exposed hypocritical congressmen and clergy and worked tirelessly to set up public health programs for their brethren.

What will male sex workers’ lives look like in coming generations? If we see the gay civil rights movement as an exemplar, maybe societies will come to a place where they accept sex work—even male sex work—as a protected, harmless, consensual act that is, for whatever reasons, a necessary human right.
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Male sex work as a profession has changed considerably in modern times, as have many other occupations. Kerwin Kaye demonstrates the importance of economics, especially class, in understanding the new structure and organizational culture of male sex work that has emerged. Some early aspects of male sex work have remained important, such as its intergenerational nature (difference in age between client and sex worker), which can best be understood through the lens of status and active and passive masculinities. What has changed in modern times is the understanding of the male body; for example, a new eroticization has emerged along class lines, as the male body has been increasingly commodified and given a “market value” as an object of consumption. Nonetheless, older myths regarding the male body, especially relating to race and age, remain important in imagining the real world of male prowess and performance.
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The history of male prostitution extends deep into the past, mirroring the historical depth of what was referred to (wrongly, and with negative implication) as “the world’s oldest profession”: female prostitution. But although records indeed indicate the existence of male prostitution in some of the most ancient societies, such a claim proves little and obscures much. In looking more closely at the topic, one is immediately confronted by the fuzziness of the terms: what is “male” and what is “prostitution”? How has what is known today as “male prostitution” come to be known as just that?

Perhaps the most widespread pattern of “male prostitution” practiced in Europe and the United States at the turn of the 19th century involved biological men who dressed similarly to female prostitutes. Commonly known in the United States as “fairies,” these individuals worked variously in all-fairy brothels and saloons, as solo offerings in brothels that were otherwise devoted to female workers, or on the streets in either semisegregated or “mixed sex” cruising zones. In some instances, the individuals may have tried to pass themselves off as biological women, although in most cases this seems not to have been true. Writing before the concept of “transsexuality” had arisen, early sexologists such as Magnus Hirschfeld and Havelock Ellis readily included this type of prostitution as an instance of “male prostitution” more generally. It is unclear how the subjects of these writings would have presented themselves, but most individuals who fit this description in the contemporary period identify as transsexual or simply as females, placing their work outside of the category of “male prostitution” per se (and indeed, most researchers today distinguish between “male prostitution” and “trans-prostitution”—or even between biological versus nonbiological forms of “female prostitution”—in a way that would be unfamiliar to 19th-century sexologists). These definitional uncertainties make it unclear whether what occurred in the late 1800s and early 1900s should be classified as “male prostitution,” and, if so, when exactly it ceased to be “male prostitution” and became something else.

Similar difficulties arise when considering the precise limits of a word such as “prostitution.” From the early 1700s well into the 20th century, a pattern of prostitution developed in which “normally identified” male soldiers engaged in paid sex for a queer-identified male clientele. Other “normally identified” working-class men also sold sex to “queer” men, but military men apparently had their own bars and “soldiers’ promenades” in which they worked. This means of supplementing the military’s meager wages gained such subcultural status that, within certain regiments, noncommissioned officers apparently began initiating new recruits into prostitution immediately on enlistment. Although some of what became known as “barracks prostitution” was constituted by clear sex for cash transactions, there was apparently an oversupply of workers throughout much of the history of this institution, leading many of the soldiers to seek longer-term relations with individual clients. Relations between soldiers and clients therefore often involved a good deal more emotional intimacy than was typical between female prostitutes and their clientele, and at least a few of these relationships developed into domestic arrangements in which the queer-identified person would cook, clean, and sew for his soldier partner during periods of leave. “The financial dependence of the beloved on the loving person often makes it look like prostitution, although no one thinks twice when in a heterosexual relationship a wealthy man spends a lot of money on a young woman he greatly loves, regardless of whether he marries her or not” (Hirschfeld, 2000, p. 805). Even in shorter-term arrangements, many material exchanges took the form of “gifts,” particularly with wealthier persons, making it possible that the participants did not identify their activities as “prostitution” per se. Although most of these relationships ended at the end of a soldier’s tour of duty, the stigmatization of such relationships makes them more susceptible to the label of “prostitution” in the eyes of outsiders. More generally, the attempt to decide whether or not these exchanges were truly instances of prostitution diverts attention away from their actual contours. A more fruitful approach follows from examining the ways in which participants may have used the term “prostitution” to set social and emotional limits around certain interactions while leaving others deliberately vague. Rather than seeing “prostitution” as a trans-historical category, common to all periods, one might begin to see the way in which the very definition of the term allows for some ambiguity, enabling it to be used by both outsiders and participants as a political tool.
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FIGURE 2.1

Infamous 19th-century cross-dressing male sex workers, Ernest Boulton and Frederick William Park, aka “Stella” Boulton and “Franny” Park.

In the modern era (1600-present), the rise of “male prostitution” as a recognizable pattern of behavior has been associated with the rise of “homosexuality” as a sexual category and subject of study. Before the rise of homosexuality as a social-psychological category, even what would today be considered “obvious” examples of male prostitution were difficult to categorize. In one famous case from 1860, English police arrested two men—Ernest Boulton and Frederick William Park—because the men were dressed as women and the police were not sure what to make of the situation, despite the fact that the two carried letters that mentioned cash exchanges with various clients. By the turn of the 20th century, police had no such difficulty, having been familiarized through the writings of sexological specialists and through a series of scandals (e.g., the Cleveland Street Affair, the Oscar Wilde trial) that effectively publicized the “problems” associated with the new identities.

Male prostitutes came to the particular attention of the early sexologists because many of them seemed to lie on a border between “normal” sexuality and the new idea of “homosexuality” that they were formulating. By grouping sexual acts that had previously been considered deviant but malleable (much in the same way that one is not considered to have a gene for gambling today) into a category that was taken to be inherent and permanent, sexologists created a dilemma for themselves: What to make of all the men having sex with each other who did not seem to be “true homosexuals”? What exactly placed one within or outside of the category of homosexuality? If “innate sexual desire” was to be a key defining characteristic, were men who had sex for cash genuine “homosexuals” or merely “pseudohomosexuals” (another favorite term of the time)? Together with men who had sex only in the confines of all-male institutions (prisons, the military, maritime crews, boarding schools, etc.), male prostitutes became a hotly debated marker in the establishment of “homosexuality.” Although professional opinion tended toward the notion that most male prostitutes were not in fact homosexual, the issue again came to the fore in the 1970s with another challenge to the boundaries of homosexual identity. Early gay activists pointed to male prostitutes because of their borderline status, generally claiming that they were using prostitution as a means of having sex with men while not coming to terms with their “true homosexuality” (and thus effectively expanding the term’s applicability to numerous such “closet cases”). The medical profession sometimes went to unusual lengths when engaging in these debates. In 1974, for example, the sexologist Kurt Freund measured the erections of male prostitutes while showing them gay and straight pornography, concluding that most of the workers were basically heterosexual. Again, however, it is perhaps less helpful to ask whether these claims are true, but to notice the ways in which the category of homosexuality is constituted and deployed to various political effect. Who benefits from such categorizations, and what impact do they have on social life?

Male prostitution has been closely associated with another of the central controversies surrounding gay life, although its presence has been little commented on. Portrayals of gay men as child molesters have become particularly prominent during three waves of antigay bigotry: from 1937 to 1940 (when FBI director J. Edgar Hoover called for a “War on the Sex Criminal”), from 1949 to 1955 (the McCarthy period), and in the early 1970s (when singer and former beauty queen Anita Bryant led a movement to “Save Our Children” from “the homosexual menace”). Although the earliest of these three campaigns was not exclusively waged against gay men (the “sexual psychopath” that Hoover targeted was thought to threaten both girls and boys), all three of these campaigns essentially equated male homosexuality with the sexual abuse of children. Notably, however, when antigay campaigners cited actual instances of abuse, they frequently referred to cases in which teens had turned to prostitution with older men as a means of survival or simply to make additional cash. Notably, leaders of the earlier campaigns did not mention that the youths had been working as prostitutes. Such information would have disqualified them from the sympathy due to “victims” and would have instead suggested that they themselves were morally depraved and perhaps even “homosexual.” By the time of Anita Bryant, however, the youths’ involvement in prostitution was not covered up (though it was not much emphasized either). By the 1970s, such involvement did not automatically disqualify a youth from being a “child victim” as it had previously. Such children were considered to be susceptible to “recruitment,” but, as long as they were underage, they were not identified as confirmed “homosexuals.”

Like the two other forms of male prostitution that were predominant at the turn of the 20th century (transgender prostitution and soldier prostitution), the prostitution of male youths has an extensive past. There is powerful evidence that in 15th-century Florence, a significant percentage of adolescent-aged male youth (12 to 20 years old) developed long-term sexual relations with wealthy benefactors (who were most commonly in their 20s, but who might be older as well). These liaisons sometimes met with the support of their youth’s parents, as they too benefited financially from the arrangements. Be that as it may, the social practices and meanings associated with such intergenerational contacts had changed significantly by the end of the 19th century, and they would change even more until the practice was completely transformed and then virtually eliminated during the 20th. By the end of the 19th century, for example, the age of those involved had gone up slightly, generally following a parallel increase in the age of consent for girls. Another difference was that while youths in Renaissance Florence came from all classes, the young men involved at the end of the 19th century were overwhelmingly limited to the working class. During the 1889 Cleveland Street Affair, for example, in which a small handful of messenger boys (most aged 15 to 16) from the royal General Post Office were found to be moonlighting at a nearby gay brothel, the lead investigator wrote an internal memo stating that it was the duty of his office “to enforce the law and protect the children of respectable parents.” The inspector’s conditionality emphasizes the lack of attention more typically received by children of “unrespectable” (i.e., working-class) parents. By the final decades of the 19th century, this type of state scrutiny had effectively pushed even moderately esteemed youth out of the sex trade.

But, given the widespread poverty associated with the increasing industrialization of the era, this limitation left a tremendously large number of “normally identified” male youths and young men who might still be available. Darkened movie theaters, many with private rooms and public lavatories, were the most notorious pickup areas, but prostitution might also happen in any of the gay cruising zones throughout the city: public gardens, certain bars, river walks, and so on. Indeed, pickups could happen practically anywhere, particularly as there was no particular “look” that identified who was and who was not willing to prostitute; many of the young poor and working class were willing to participate, and prostitution was in no way limited to an isolated subculture that might be deemed deviant. For example, one gay man sent telegrams to himself simply so as to contact random messenger boys, whom he then propositioned with general success. The practice of prostitution was extremely widespread and in fact constituted a primary means of sexual interaction for many gay men (particularly those in the middle class or above). Some gay men from privileged backgrounds eroticized the “genuine manliness” of working-class men. Anglo-Irish playwright Oscar Wilde, for example, said that he preferred to be with working-class youths (typically aged 16 to 20) because “their passion was all body and no soul”; “feasting with panthers,” he called it. Others, such as the early sexologist and gay rights activist Edward Carpenter, offered a less fetishized and more optimistic interpretation of such cross-class contact, arguing that “Eros is a great leveler.”

For their part, many working-class youths approached prostitution as a simple means to an end—for food, amusements, shelter, and more. Interested adolescents openly shared information with each other regarding who was a client and what exactly they wanted. Working-class parents did not necessarily approve of this behavior, and at times they took action against the adult clients, particularly if a relationship was ongoing and deemed to be exploitative. Yet parents sometimes knew about and condoned their sons’ activities, being in need of the additional income that their sons brought in. Working-class boys were generally expected to contribute to the household economy, often taking dangerous jobs in the process (indeed, children had a rate of workplace-related accidents that was three times that of adults), and these facts helped shift the moral calculus in favor of toleration.

With the ongoing rise and stigmatization of “homosexuality,” fewer and fewer “normally identified” men were willing to engage in sex with other men. This shift could be seen in the shifting vernacular of the day:


The term “trade” originally referred to the customer of a fairy prostitute, a meaning analogous to and derived from its usage in the slang of female prostitutes; by the 1910s, it referred to any “straight” man who responded to a gay man’s advances. As one fairy put it in 1919, a man was trade if he “would stand to have “queer” persons fool around [with] him in any way, shape or manner.” “Trade” was also increasingly used in the middle third of the century to refer to straight-identified men who worked as prostitutes serving gay-identified men, reversing the dynamic of economic exchange and desire implied by the original meaning. (Chauncey, 1994, pp. 69-70)



Nevertheless, many working-class “straight” men remained willing to sell sex to “gay” men. During the Depression years, when many men were pushed into prostitution by economic want, straight-acting men effectively overwhelmed the old effeminate style of streetwalking, joining the soldier prostitute strolls and pushing the remaining fairy prostitutes to more marginalized locations. This transition, which has been identified as occurring in New York City in 1932, marks the final passing of widespread straight cruising of fairy men. Although fairy prostitutes continued to exist, and although some straight men even cruised the new generation of young but “normal” youth, gay men now dominated the client base for the first time.

Despite their willingness to have sex with men, for some men, ideas concerning gay identity made certain acts more acceptable than others. Most “normally identified” working-class men and adolescents would only take “insertive” roles lest they be seen (and start to see themselves) as “fairies.” Although some working-class youth were willing to submit to “feminizing” sexual acts (e.g., being sodomized) in the late Victorian period, as gay identity became more accepted, the sexual encounters involved nothing more than being orally or manually stimulated by the gay man, or perhaps mutual masturbation at the most. The new restrictions on sexual behavior were not always happily welcomed by clients, and one gay man who cruised both young working-class men and soldiers during the 1920s complained that “those normal young men who request for themselves this form of amusement [oral sex] never offer it in return” (Ackerly, 1968, p. 130). If the rise of gay culture put limits on what most straight men were willing to do, however, it also led queer-identified men to sell sex to each other for the first time. This pattern represented only a small minority, however, and the men selling sex within this new scene were discreetly normative in appearance, not effeminate.

Although the growing dominance of the homosexual ideology reduced the number of “normal” men who were willing to actively seek out fairies as clients, it eventually cut down on the number of working-class men who were willing to act as trade, even for a price. As the increasing use of the term “trade” to refer more directly to monied exchanges suggests, the pool of available straight men slowly became restricted to undisguised cash for sex transactions with specialists: “street hustlers.” If previously a wide cross-section of the straight male working class had been willing to trade sex for money, by mid-century only the most marginalized were willing to deal with the stigma associated with gay identity. The literature concerning male prostitution in the 1950s, 1960s, and even into the early 1970s, is replete with stories of “deviants” or “hoodlum types” who engaged prostitution as a means of obtaining spending money. Gone for the most part were the “barracks prostitution” and the widespread participation of many working-class youth: the messenger boys and newspaper sellers so common in Victorian-era scandals. In its place remained mostly those “delinquent” youths who, while they generally lived at home and had their survival needs taken care of, nevertheless were unable or unwilling to secure work in the formal labor market and used the cash they obtained to finance their recreational activities, including, for a growing minority, to support drug habits. In the larger cities, these youths were supplemented by unemployed men who relied on prostitution for their survival, by a limited population of straight-identified bodybuilders who posed in muscle magazines and occasionally sold sex to gay men on the side, and by a small but slowly increasing number of gay men who followed the 1920s pattern of selling sex to gay men while remaining somewhat discreet. An even smaller number of cross-dressing fairies also continued, but the field was now clearly dominated by the teenaged “delinquent.” Full-time professional hustlers existed only in the larger cities, but even moderate-sized towns such as Boise, Idaho, with a population of approximately 50,000 in the 1950s, had a male street hustling scene then, made up mostly of “delinquent” youth.
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FIGURE 2.2

Cover of City of Night, John Rechy’s groundbreaking novel about male sex work.

The ascendancy of the sexological ideology of homosexuality dramatically accelerated with the rise of “gay liberation.” By the late 1960s and early 1970s, gay writers were forcefully questioning the “straightness” of any man who had sex of any sort with another man. “As for the hustler,” wrote one observer, “most gays look down upon him for maintaining that he’s really straight” (Hunt, 1977, p. 136). The rise of gay liberation made it still more difficult for men to engage in same-sex sexual relations without being forced to take on the onus of the homosexual identification. The older paradigm in which working-class men experienced sexual pleasure with “fairy” men and maintained their normative status became virtually untenable with the increasing visibility of gay life. Most male street prostitutes came to occupy only very marginal spaces within the gay social world and did not generally participate in the gay political struggle. Quite the contrary, street hustlers often felt quite hostile to gay liberation, seeing in it a movement that excluded them and their concerns.

Yet, if the ideology of homosexuality brought difficult personal challenges for some hustlers, for others the rise of gay liberation led toward an increasing acceptance of gay or bisexual self-identity. One of the first openly gay authors of this period was, in fact, a formerly straight-identified hustler who wrote more or less autobiographically of his life. John Rechy’s first book, City of Night (1963), remained on bestseller lists for months and is now considered a gay classic. It precisely documented the central character’s confrontation with his own inclinations toward homosexuality. Ironically, many of those who worked on the street were unable to claim their gay status openly as their gay clientele still frequently preferred straight “trade.” “I have on occasion made a definite statement [proclaiming myself gay],” wrote Rechy, “and the person has lost interest in me” (1978/1974, p. 266).

Although a preference for straight (or semistraight) trade was manifest on the streets in the late 1960s, other sexual markets began to open up in which the clients displayed no such tendency. Gay men began selling sex to one another in much larger numbers, mostly working off the street through escort agencies and ads. Although some gay clients had sought gay workers before the 1970s, the gay liberation era marked the first time that most gay men began to buy sex from other gay men, rather than from straight outsiders who lived the bulk of their lives outside the gay world. The new relationship between client and prostitute produced new sexual practices. Clients in the late 19th century had only sought to act as “tops” with youths, but gay men could now pay to take a “dominant” role with adult men. Clients calling agencies often sought much more than to give oral satisfaction to the hustler, seeking “versatile” partners whom they could anally penetrate, workers willing to participate in three-ways with another worker, or others who would help create sexual fantasy scenes via costumes. The resulting possibilities transformed the work dynamics even for those on the street who sought to continue in the prior, “inserter-only” modality, as greater pressure was placed on them to perform a greater variety of sexual acts.

The shifts in male prostitution associated with gay liberation led to a significant reworking of the meanings associated with prostitution. Although the act represented a simple means of supplementing one’s income or allowance for a previous generation of “delinquents,” for the first time it became a possible means of affirming one’s sexual identity. Indeed, for a brief time, the gay-identified prostitute came to represent the new spirit of gay liberation. Just as earlier writers used the figure of the prostitute male to illuminate aspects of “homosexuality” more generally, a new generation of gay writers took to the image of the hustler to rework the theme. For many in the newly emerging gay world, the gay prostitute symbolized a life option that embraced sexual pleasure and avoided any necessity for hiding one’s sexual identity. Pornographic collections of short stories, such as Stud (1996), My Brother the Hustler (1970a), and San Francisco Hustler (1970b), all by Samuel Steward [under the name Phil Andros], stood at the forefront of a shift in gay writing, transforming it from what has been called “a literature of guilt and apology” into one of “political defiance and celebration of sexual difference” (Hall, 1988).
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What stands out for us in this chapter is the way the images, understandings, and explanations of male sex work through cinematic representations have changed dramatically over time. This evolution highlights the important point sociologists make that subjective definitions and perceptions of a phenomenon play a central role in shaping cultural images. This chapter demonstrates that the male hustler is essentially an outdated cultural image that is no longer relevant in understanding the often dynamic and complex encounters of the male sex worker’s world. While the representation of these encounters in modern films remains largely unaltered, the settings and the language have evolved to reflect the changing definitions of gender and sexualities. In the early films discussed in this chapter, the sex work encounter frequently took place in a public place, such as a restroom, cinema, or seedy motel. We find this ironic, as these are public places, but the phenomenon of male sex work was not yet part of the public discussion or chitchat.

Viewing Midnight Cowboy (1969) was often a grim experience. Late 1960s New York, where the movie takes place, was an alienating and ruthless environment characterized by poverty and urban decay. Hustling is presented in this film as a demoralizing, sleazy, and violent practice. More recent films present a very different picture of male sex work. For example, in the romantic comedy Going Down in La-La Land (2012), a young man goes to Hollywood to act in gay porn movies and becomes an escort. Ultimately he falls in love with a closeted famous TV actor, who in turn falls in love with him. Who would have considered it possible that a romantic comedy about a male sex worker would emerge as a relatively successful popular movie? This contrasts sharply with some of the grim earlier films Russell Sheaffer discusses in this chapter.
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Histories of Male Hustlers

In his 676-page History of Prostitution, published by the Eugenics Publishing Company in 1939, William Sanger (a medical doctor from New York) discusses male prostttution in only one short paragraph. Sanger writes:


This hasty classification of the Roman prostitutes would be incomplete without some notice, however brief, of male prostitutes. Fortunately, the progress of good morals has divested this repulsive theme of its importance; the object of this work can be obtained without entering into details on a branch of the subject which in this country is not likely to require fresh legislative notice. But the reader would form an imperfect idea of the state of morals at Rome were he left in ignorance of the fact that the number of male prostitutes was probably fully as large as that of females. (p. 70)



This near negation of the mere existence of the male sex worker is a stream that runs through many writings on and histories of prostitution that appeared during the early 20th century in the United States.1 In Sanger’s work, male prostitution, understood to be a “repulsive” act that is fundamentally linked to the Greeks and Romans, is said to have been eradicated by society’s “good” morals.

Occasionally, an author such as George Scott (1936), in his History of Prostitution from Antiquity to the Present Day, discusses male prostitution at some level of historical depth (although even this “depth” is still only 11 pages of a 231-page book).2 Scott’s history, published two years before Sanger’s, chronicles the male prostitute’s role in society via biblical writings and thus is also highly influenced by a moral hierarchy, in that, for Scott, the bulk of male prostitution is fundamentally linked to homosexuality and savagery. Unlike many of his contemporaries, however, Scott repeatedly attempts to qualify and nuance his discussion of male prostitution in relation to male homosexuality, breaking down the demand for male prostitutes into subcategories.3 In much the same way Sanger discusses male prostitution as something that must be named but is relatively unimportant, Scott brings in a discussion of the gigolo, a male prostitute who is not a homosexual and whose sex acts, therefore, hold “no criminality … and no perverse practices” (p. 186). Scott’s discussion of the gigolo, who has sex exclusively with “sex-starved women” (p. 187) for pay, is simply a note in passing; he is a prostitute, yes, but only by definition, and he is certainly not characterized by “perversion,” as is the homosexual male prostitute.

Two things become strikingly apparent from these early histories of prostitution: (1) that male sex workers have been severely under-discussed in histories of prostitution; and (2) when male sex workers are written about historically, the “problem” of male sex work is fundamentally linked to the “problem” of homosexuality. These two elements are crucial to understanding the dominant representations of the male sex worker in American cinema before the emergence of the New Queer Cinema movement in the early 1990s.

Male Hustlers in Cinema

While films such as Midnight Cowboy (Schlesinger, 1969) and American Gigolo (Schrader, 1980) presented some of the first widely accessible images of the male prostitute in American cinema,4 the characters of these films fall exclusively within the realm of the gigolo. These gigolos openly acknowledge and embrace the idea that homosexual male prostitution is abject in a fundamentally different way than heterosexual male prostitution, capitulating to homosexual sex only when their circumstances become dire.

New Queer Cinema, informed by the AIDS crisis and the U.S. government’s poor response to it in the late 1980s, provided films that presented new ways of seeing gay characters—including the male sex worker. Two films in particular, The Living End (Araki, 1992) and My Own Private Idaho (Van Sant 1991), both deemed a part of the New Queer Cinema movement by B. Ruby Rich (2004) in her canonical essay, “New Queer Cinema,” participate in a significant discourse that has worked to question historical understandings of the male sex worker in a way that marks a drastic shift from the films of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s.
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FIGURE 3.1

American Gigolo presented one of the first widely accessible images in American cinema of a male prostitute who serves women. The main character nearly turns to homosexual sex, but only when his circumstances become dire. Reproduced with permission from Paramount Pictures.
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FIGURE 3.2

The Living End, which follows the road-trip adventure of a spontaneously violent, macho, and newly diagnosed HIV-positive hustler and his lover, is described as a film of “almost unbearable intimacy.” Reproduced with permission from Strand Releasing.

To a certain extent, the male hustler was a character type in cinema decades before Midnight Cowboy, but not in the way the term has come to be defined. “Hustler” currently applies most often to men who “[engage] in homosexual behavior” for pay (Steward, 1991, p. xi). However, if we understand the term “hustler” as someone who hustles and is “looking for something, and who sooner or later finds himself pretending to be something he isn’t, or thinks he isn’t, or wishes he were, or doesn’t realize he wishes he were” (Lang, 2002, p. 249), we raise the possibility that a hustler may be hustling for any number of things—clothes, a place to stay, or money, for example—and may exchange other services, like time or company, without explicitly selling sex. In this way, characters who may, for all intents and purposes, be gigolos could be passed off in code-era Hollywood as “kept men.” The hustler as a kept man applies to any number of characters from 1940s-1950s Hollywood, such as Joe Gillis (played by William Holden) in Billy Wilder’s Sunset Boulevard (1950) or Jerry Mulligan (Gene Kelly) in Vincente Minnelli’s An American in Paris (1951).

Sunset Boulevard provides a particularly interesting example because it toys rather explicitly with the content restrictions of the Motion Picture Production Code. On the surface, Sunset Boulevard figures Joe as a kept man who—in Ed Sikov’s (1998) words—“survives by smoothly humoring his patron” (p. 297) by writing for her, dancing with her, and living in her home. Even though the film never shows a sex act between its characters, the implicit notion that Joe also has sex with his benefactress is made relatively clear, as various commentators have noted. Sikov, for example, explains that Joe survives “first by writing a part for [Norma] in a movie that will never be made, and then by making love to her” (p. 297). Joe explains his relationship with Norma Desmond (Gloria Swanson) to his young love interest, Betty Schaefer (Nancy Olson), by saying, “It’s lonely here, so she got herself a companion. A very simple set-up: an older woman who is well to do, a younger man who is not doing too well. Can you figure it out yourself?” Even though the ban on the topic of prostitution was lifted from studio pictures in 1956 (Pennington, 2007, p. 110), Sunset Boulevard could never have made explicit any sexual relationship between Norma and Joe, since on-screen sex was still unacceptable under the code. Instead, the film asks the viewer to connect the dots, essentially posing the same question to the audience that Joe asks Betty: “Can you figure it out yourself?”

Tennessee Williams’s The Roman Spring of Mrs. Stone (Quintero, 1961) and Sweet Bird of Youth (Brooks, 1962) posed interesting complications relative to the code’s strict guidelines for Hollywood films. Both Mrs. Stone and Sweet Bird feature characters who, with only a small a mount of interpretive license, are gigolos satisfying older women in order to make a living. Sweet Bird of Youth, much like Sunset Boulevard, follows a young man, Chance (Paul Newman), who is trying to make it in Hollywood by “caring for” an older actress. Where Sunset Boulevard asks its audience to fill in the gaps, Sweet Bird makes the sex that has occurred between Chance and his benefactress, Alexandra Del Lago (Geraldine Page), clear. After a heated discussion between Chance and Alexandra, Alexandra walks to bed, saying, “I have only one way to forget the things that I don’t want to remember, and that way is by making love. It’s the only dependable distraction and I need that distraction right now. In the morning we’ll talk about what you want and what you need.” Chance responds, “Aren’t you ashamed a little?” “Yes, aren’t you?” replies Alexandra. Although it seems that Chance has avoided sex for compensation up until this point, he ultimately succumbs to an act that makes him feel ashamed.

Challenging Censorship

The work of American playwright Tennessee Williams often pressed the Production Code Administration (PCA) beyond any previous films in terms of adult themes. R. Barton Palmer (1998) cites A Streetcar Named Desire (Kazan, 1951) as a turning point in this respect. Palmer notes that, shortly before A Streetcar Named Desire, Bicycle Thief (de Sica, 1949) had been released in the United States without the approval of the PCA—a huge blow to the administration, in that the film went on to be “defiantly successful” at the box office. “After the Bicycle Thief embarrassment,” writes Palmer, “Breen [head of the PCA] could ill afford another public incident that suggested his office was narrow-minded in its opposition to modern art. Williams’s play, after all, had won the Pulitzer Prize” (p. 218). Even though these films were able to deal with male sex work, they sprung from the world of Broadway and literature, from a cultural form that “[catered] to a minority, elite culture.” This is exactly the kind of culture, however, that the PCA was beginning to fear censoring around the time of Streetcar. It is because of this precedent that, a decade later, Hollywood art films The Roman Spring of Mrs. Stone and Sweet Bird of Youth, both penned by the critically acclaimed Williams, could be produced by major studios.5

Whereas Sunset Boulevard is unable to fully articulate the work that Joe Gillis is doing and the characters in Sweet Bird of Youth saw sex work as something of which to be ashamed, Andy Warhol’s My Hustler (1965) and Peter Emmanuel Goldman’s Echoes of Silence (1967) were some of the first American films to make their characters’ sex work an explicit and celebrated part of their story. Often discussed in relation to (and as a part of) the “highbrow underground art films” (Thomas, 2000, p. 69) of the 1960s New York avant-garde scene, these films broke ground in the filmic representation of the male sex worker. Working outside of Hollywood code-era restrictions and screening outside of mainstream venues,6 art films were free to experiment with both content and form in ways that exceeded the freedom of the Hollywood studios. My Hustler, for example, is roughly an hour long and comprised of only two shots—one on a Fire Island beach, and the other in the bathroom of one of its characters. During the shot on the beach, Warhol spends 30 minutes focused on the reclined body of Paul (Paul America), a hustler from “Dial-a-Hustler” who has been hired to service Ed (Ed Hood) on Fire Island. The camera makes rough, choppy pans between Paul’s body on the beach and a conversation occurring between Ed, Joe (Joseph Campbell), and Genevieve (Genevieve Charbon) in Ed’s beachfront home. The second shot of the film, which also lasts approximately 30 minutes, takes place in a private bathroom. In this shot, Joe and Paul take showers, shave, and get dressed while discussing hustling as an occupation (Joe is a semiretired hustler himself).

The rough camera work, 30-minute shots, and extended dialog allow My Hustler to “closely [resemble] a documentary film in its cinema verité style—a documentary of homosexual desire at one historical moment” (Escoffier, 2009, p. 26). This interest in documentary style has been praised by Joe Thomas (2000) for its “open representations of the eroticized male body presented within the relatively safe (for closeted gay viewers) context of avant-garde art” in a way that has been directly linked to the “formal and narrative models [of] the early days of gay porn” (p. 69). Early “porn filmmaking,” Jeffrey Escoffier (2009) explains, “included a strong documentary impulse—ultimately documenting and authenticating male sexual arousal and release” (p. 26), a goal that later became key to the New Queer Cinema movement as well.

Interestingly, these same concerns (and the work of Andy Warhol specifically) played heavily into the early films of Pedro Almodovar and the aesthetics of La Movida, Spain’s post-Franco youth movement of the 1970s and 1980s (D’Lugo, 2006, p. 18),7 and in the work of Rainer Werner Fassbinder and the New German Cinema of the same time period. In fact, Almodovar’s “Warholesque interest in … male prostitutes and drag queens” (p. 19) has been cited as one of the main reasons for his “meteoric rise to international prominence,” in that it was able to “align the gay scene in Madrid with Warhol’s New York of the previous decade” (p. 19).8 Fassbinder, whose film Fox and His Friends (1975) deals with male sex work directly,9 also has been viewed in relation to Warhol’s work. In a 1975 review, Manny Farber and Patricia Patterson wrote, “It’s interesting that the true inheritors of early Warhol, the Warhol of Chelsea Girls and My Hustler, are in Munich” (pp. 5-6). They point to this “inheritance” in Fassbinder specifically, in that both Fassbinder’s and Warhol’s films “sprung out of a camp sensibility” that includes an appetite “for the outlandish, vulgar, and banal in matters of taste, the use of old movie conventions, a no-sweat approach to making movies, moving easily from one media to another, [and] the element of facetiousness and play in terms of style” (pp. 5-6), a connection that later was made explicit when Warhol crafted the poster for Fassbinder’s last film, Querelle, in 1982. In this way, the shift in how male sex workers were represented in highly acclaimed art cinema produced outside the United States was very much tied to the New York underground film scene and, in particular, the work of Andy Warhol.

While early films like My Hustler were groundbreaking in their representations of male sex workers, it was the release of Midnight Cowboy in 1969 that marked the first major Hollywood film (outside of the work of Tennessee Williams) to both feature male sex workers as main characters and allow them to fulfil their job description. Midnight Cowboy also was influenced by the work of Andy Warhol; in fact, director Schlesinger asked Warhol to make a cameo appearance in the film. As Warhol describes it, “Before I was shot, they’d asked me to play the Underground Filmmaker in the big party scene and I’d suggested Viva [one of the regulars in Warhol’s Factory] for the part” (Warhol & Hackett, 1980, p. 352). As Jody Pennington (2007) notes, “Among the novel qualities of many American films made during the period known as the Hollywood Renaissance,” of which Midnight Cowboy was a part, “was the routine inclusion of sexual behavior the Production Code had forbidden” (p. 52). Midnight Cowboy came at a time when Hollywood filmmakers were reacting to new freedoms that the studio system previously had limited due to the code. Thus it follows that subject matter from this postcode period that previously would have been unacceptable would emerge in film after a new rating system (the ratings G, M, R, and X) was established in 1968 (Casper, 2011, p. 119). Emphasizing the impossibility of creating a film like Midnight Cowboy during the code period, the film received an X rating.10
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FIGURE 3.3

Andy Warhol created this movie poster for Querelle. He tied a shift in how male sex workers were represented in highly acclaimed art films produced outside the United States to the New York underground film scene, and to his own work in particular.

Reproduced with permission from the Artists Rights Society, licensor of the Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts. Copyright © 2014 The Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, Inc./Artists Rights Society, New York.

This opportunity to present subject matter that was previously unacceptable did not go unnoticed at the time. Expressing his frustration and jealousy about Midnight Cowboy, Warhol (Warhol & Hackett, 1980) argued that what he and the New York underground film scene originally had to offer


was a new, freer content … But now that Hollywood—and Broadway, too—was dealing with those same subjects, things were getting confused … I realized that with both Hollywood and the underground making films about male hustlers—even though the two treatments couldn’t have been more different—it took away a real drawing card from the underground.” (p. 353)



“Perverse” Hustlers

Midnight Cowboy, which starred Jon Voight and Dustin Hoffman as two sex workers living on the streets of New York, reflects a complex understanding of male sex workers, presented most often in flashbacks to Joe Buck’s (Voight) past. Yet the film also reflects the sense that homosexuality is perverse, which echoes the medical and sociological writings of the 1930s. Midnight Cowboy is a dramatic break from My Hustler, in that it presents the male sex worker in a way that he had never been seen before—as a central character in a Hollywood film—while maintaining much of the stigma that had surrounded the male sex worker for decades.

It is noteworthy, then, that the sociological and scientific discourse on male sex work during the 1960s and 1970s also had an interest in specific case studies of male prostitutes. Whereas Midnight Cowboy presented the face of male sex work as Joe Buck, John Scott (2003) notes that much of scientific discourse from the same period “was composed largely of individual case studies that sought to extract specific details concerning the aetiology of male prostitution and the identity of the male prostitute” in a way that “understood male prostitution in terms of sociopathology” (p. 186). Midnight Cowboy engages the subject of male prostitution similarly. By focusing on one specific sex worker, the film acts as a sort of case study, and through its use of flashbacks to childhood and adolescent trauma, Midnight Cowboy works to get at the etiological roots of male sex work. By using flashbacks to childhood trauma in moments of present trauma, the film creates a link that posits Joe Buck’s past traumas as the inciting events that determined his current occupation.

Like Joe Buck’s childhood and adolescence, homosexual sex (both in sex work and, more generally, in its characters’ lives) is a complex and difficult subject in Midnight Cowboy. Joe Buck comes to New York with the dream of becoming a male gigolo paid to have sex with women, but when times are tough and his career as a gigolo seems to be failing, he resorts to sex work for male clients. These encounters, which, in the words of Benshoff and Griffin (2006), are presented as “sick and pitiful” (p. 135), always end poorly for Joe. In his first homosexual encounter, Joe allows a young man to give him oral sex in the balcony of an old, run-down movie theater. The encounter ends in failure, as the boy has no money to pay Joe and Joe leaves empty handed. In his second homosexual encounter, Joe prepares to have sex with an older gentleman whom he “gratuitously beats … senseless” to get money to buy his friend a bus ticket (Benshoff & Griffin, 2006, p. 135). Joe does not appear to murder the client, who is speaking to his mother on the phone just before Joe beats him and, thus, is made to represent the “repressed homosexual,” but the brutality of this scene is unmatched by any other encounter in the film. In these moments, Joe is not the cocky young stallion he envisions himself to be when he is with older women. Instead, homosexual acts symbolize Joe’s descent into extreme poverty and desperation that escalate to his encounter with the older gay man, which is by far the most abject moment for Joe and the most difficult for the audience to watch.

At the same time, however, Midnight Cowboy provides a story in which its characters’ homo-social bonds foster their most productive relationships. Joe’s relationship with Rizzo (Hoffman), although platonic, is the “only genuine expression of love in the entire film … signaling the queer dynamic at work in the construction of male identity and male relationships” (Benshoff & Griffin, 2006, p. 135). As Joe travels to Florida with Rizzo at the end of the film, it is their relationship and Joe’s abandonment of his role as a sex worker that provide the hope for Joe’s future. In these moments, the film hints at a more complex understanding that breaks down the boundaries between homo-sociality and homosexuality but ultimately differentiates between homo-love and homo-sex—a sentiment that a Los Angeles Times preview article for Midnight Cowboy echoes, stating that the film exhibits a “tender story of a profound but not homosexual relationship” (Thomas, 1969, p. R22). Homo-sex (defined in Joe’s two homosexual hustling encounters) symbolizes abjection at its worst, while homo-love (defined by Joe’s relationship with Rizzo) provides an image of love at its purest; the boundaries are strictly maintained.

Perhaps the most direct articulation of George Scott’s notion of the homosexual hustler as sick, criminal, and perverse, in contrast to the heterosexual gigolo as rational, healthy, and virile, is Paul Schrader’s American Gigolo (1980). The film depicts a very rigid line between the homosexual sex worker and the gigolo, presenting its protagonist as the heterosexual stallion that Midnight Cowboy’s Joe Buck so desperately wants to be; a connection that Chicago Metro Times reviewer Rocsan Richmond (1980) makes perfectly clear when, in her review of American Gigolo, she writes, “I’d looked forward to seeing ‘American Gigolo’ ever since I’d learned of its subject matter a year ago … I was hoping [Richard Gere] might take over where Jon Voight left off in ‘Midnight Cowboy’” (p. 10). Julian (Richard Gere) is positioned in direct opposition to Leon (Bill Duke), the film’s antagonist, a homosexual pimp, which led to allegations that the film was homophobic (Mass, 1990, p. 4). For Julian (much like Joe Buck), homosexual sex work was a necessity at a certain point in his career but was never intended to be the end goal. While Midnight Cowboy shows its audience the desperation that leads Joe to take on homosexual sex work, American Gigolo provides the backstory that posits Julian as an ex-hustler who is now a successful gigolo. American Gigolo positions homosexual sex work as the bottom rung on the ladder one must climb to become a successful gigolo—a rung to which Julian never wants to return. He repeats time and again that he absolutely will not do that “fag” or “kinky stuff.” Julian has graduated from the world of the abject (gay/dirty/bad/kinky) into the world of the vanilla (heterosexual/clean/good/as close to heteronormative as possible).

New Queer Cinema: Renegotiating “Male Hustlers”

It was these notions of homosexuality as abject and of homosexuals as “repressed, lonely fuck-ups and/or killers” that gay filmmakers working during the 1970s and early 1980s were trying to combat. However, one of the main tenets of the gay rights movement was, as Glyn Davis (2002) puts it, “assimilationist,” in that the movement was interested in positive representations of gay characters that said “we are just like you, really, so please accept us” (p. 25). It follows, then, that gay activists would not be interested in (re)claiming the image of the male sex worker since he, by his very definition, is opposed to the homonormative idea that “we are just like you” (“you” being the imagined heteronormative ideal). In direct opposition to notions of heternormativity, New Queer Cinema (NQC for short) emerged on the film festival scene in the early 1990s. These films offered, according to B. Ruby Rich (2004), “something new, renegotiating subjectivities, annexing whole genres, revising histories in their image” (pp. 15-16). These films exhibit a trait that Rich calls “‘Homo-Pomo’: there are traces … of appropriation and pastiche, irony, as well as a reworking of history with social constructionism very much in mind,” which makes them “ultimately full of pleasure” (pp. 15-16).

Directly in the wake of and in response to the AIDS crisis (and the Reagan administration’s horrendous response to it), these films were no longer concerned with positive representation for gay individuals. NQC instead sought to “‘take back’ materials used by straight cinema—stereotypes, stories, genres—and in an anarchic, subversive spirit, rework them, and thus alter their social and political implications” (Davis, 2002, p. 26). These new gay characters no longer had to conform to the confines of traditional Hollywood representation, thus these films could feature characters that were previously unacceptable as protagonists, including the gay male sex worker.

At the same cultural moment that cinematic representations began to shift with NQC, the medical and sociological literature that dealt with the subject of male prostitution began to shift as well. In the 1990s, many studies were published that focused on the topic of male sex work—something the literature published previously never dared or felt compelled to do. All of a sudden, the male sex worker could not be summarized in a paragraph or a few pages; he demanded texts of over 300 pages in length, such as D. J. West’s Male Prostitution (1993), Peter Aggleton’s Men Who Sell Sex (1999), Samuel Steward’s Understanding the Male Hustler (1991), and Graham and Annette Scambler’s Rethinking Prostitution: Purchasing Sex in the 1990s (1997).

Many of these studies found their critical importance (or, perhaps, justification for being) in relation to the HIV/AIDS crisis, in much the same way as the films of the NQC; they also presented many of the same goals as NQC, foregrounding an interest in historical types, in reclamation, and in complication. More than a third of the essays in Men Who Sell Sex (Aggleton, 1999), for example, explicitly focus on the sexual risk of HIV/AIDS, while Scambler and Scambler (1997), in their afterword to Rethinking Prostitution, work to democratize sex work by noting that, in Britain, the laws have been historically “gender biased even in conception: there was a High Court ruling on 5 May 1994, for example, that only women can be charged with loitering under the Street Offences Act of 1959” (p. 180).11 Articulating the need to complicate traditional notions of male sex work, D. J. West (1993) writes:


Popular images of the male prostitute are confused and contradictory, poorly informed and often more concerned with moral condemnation than humane understanding … Prostitution is generally thought of as a woman’s occupation, but the “oldest profession” caters to all sexual demands and the desire of some men for sexual contact with their own kind has been known throughout recorded history … The assumption that women, including lesbians, have no need or no wish to pay men for sexual services has become less certain since the advent of the “toy boy” fashion, but young male prostitutes still seem to cater mostly to older males. (p. ix)



It is with this historical background, spanning from the 1930s to the 1980s, that films like Araki’s The Living End and Van Sant’s My Own Private Idaho can be seen as revolutionary in their representations of male sex workers. While NQC presented numerous films with male sex workers as main characters within its formative years,12 these two films have been noted as being particularly emblematic of the NQC movement. These films appropriate the character types of male sex workers in Hollywood cinema (the “repressed, lonely fuck-ups and/or killers”) in a way that allows for and explores these characters’ complex relationships to sex work, which enables homosexual sex work and homosexual sex more generally to escape their earlier fundamental tie to abjection.

The Living End, which follows the road-trip adventure of Luke (a spontaneously violent, HIV-positive male hustler) and Jon (a recently diagnosed HIV-positive film journalist), provides a narrative trajectory in which its protagonist, Jon, can work through his HIV diagnosis in a way that allows him to be liberated “at a time where that health status appeared inevitably to lead to a rapid demise” (Hart, 2010, pp. 14-15). As Glyn Davis (2002) has discussed, Araki’s film directly references two particular types of gay men from traditional Hollywood filmmaking, the “macho” and the “sad young man” (p. 26). Gus Van Sant’s My Own Private Idaho, on the other hand, tells the story of two male sex workers—Mike (River Phoenix), a homosexual hustler, and Scott (Keanu Reeves), a self-identified heterosexual who says he’s willing to “sell his ass” for money—as they embark on a road trip to find Mike’s long-lost mother. Mike exists as the “repressed” character type who longs for his mother, while Scott represents the “fuck-up” who sells his body as a way to rebel against his wealthy father. While each film has its own distinct cinematic style and its own seemingly contradictory message about male sex work, both strive to challenge the finite lines and simplistic notions that have historically classified male sex workers.

The complexity with which these films explore their characters’ sexuality becomes especially evident in their visualizations of gender performance, particularly in relation to the roles of women. Whereas Julian only sells his body to women in American Gigolo, My Own Private Idaho’s Scott keeps a clientele that usually consists exclusively of men. In his essay, Just a Gigolo? Paul Burston (1995) makes a compelling argument regarding Julian’s performance of heterosexuality, which is particularly interesting when considering the men of My Own Private Idaho. Burston argues that Julian is at home in a world of “sun-kissed bodies and swimming pools, of pastel interiors and micro-blinds … Framed within this world, Julian is coded as an object-to-be-looked-at … At the same time, the precise way in which he is coded for visual pleasure borrows heavily from a long tradition of homoerotica” (p. 115). The film works tirelessly to drain this “ambiguous eroticism” of its homosexual potential by having Julian constantly remind other characters and, thus, the audience that he doesn’t do “that fag stuff.”

In one of the film’s only sex scenes, Julian comes to a lavish home to service an older woman, but her husband, who is coded as a repressed homosexual (Burston, 1995, p. 116), demands to watch and instruct Julian as he works. The disgust that Julian exhibits at the thought of even being watched by a man places any sort of homosexual interaction (including the male-on-male gaze) as abject territory. As the scene progresses, the man commands Julian to “Slap her! Slap that cunt!” In these moments specifically, as well as in the film more generally, gay characters are shown to be excessively violent at the expense of the white woman. This man, whom the audience has identified as homosexual, demands that Julian beat his wife, while the other homosexuals in the film, Julian’s pimp and the pimp’s other gay male prostitutes, end up murdering this same woman and framing Julian, reinforcing the “homosexual killer” type and linking S&M sex practices to homosexuality and, ultimately, to murder. Julian has found himself in a situation with the two things he likes least—“fag” and “kinky stuff”—and where he is subject to both. Although the film’s poster for its recent DVD release features the tagline “HIS BUSINESS IS PLEASURE” in big bold letters, the audience is quickly reminded of the qualifications one needs to retain Julian’s services. This offer only applies if one is a woman, wealthy, white, and (usually) married. Men and/or sexual deviants (of any sort) need not inquire.

By contrast, the hustlers of My Own Private Idaho are open to having sex with anyone—male or female. In one scene, Mike is picked up by a woman in a new car. Dressed in his normal dirty clothes, unshaven, with messy hair, Mike is visually juxtaposed with his female client, who is dressed in a white fur coat and smoking a cigarette. As Mike says, she looks like she’s “living in a new car ad.” As they enter her lavish mansion, Mike comments that “this is like a dream. A girl never picks me up, much less a pretty rich girl.” As they enter her home, two more hustlers (one of which is Scott, Mike’s friend/crush) are sitting in the living room, waiting. Scott makes it clear, though, that she only has sex with one man at a time. “She’s cool,” he says, “she just likes to have three guys ’cause it takes her a little while to get warmed up. It’s normal, nothing kinky.” “Yeah,” Mike replies.

The idea of kinky sex doesn’t inhibit these characters, though; sex is sex and they’ll take the work where they can get it. Earlier in the film, for example, Mike has sex (of sorts) with an old dandy dressed in a suit with a bow tie, red hair, glasses, and a handkerchief. However, the “sex” the old man wants involves no sort of penetration. He wants to dance around his home, rubbing his feet against the floor while Mike cleans, making the space “immaculate” while dressed as a “little Dutch boy.” The film makes it perfectly clear that this is a sex act for the old dandy; as Mike scrubs the counters, the client rubs his own chest while moaning “faster, little Dutch boy, harder!”

Unlike Julian in American Gigolo, the hustlers of My Own Private Idaho are not averse to crossing the homo/heterosexual borders, nor are they inhibited by “weird” or “kinky” sex; in fact, there seem to be no real borders between hetero- and homosexual sex at all—both are legitimate parts of the same kind of work. In this way, the audience is never allowed to “identify Mike unambiguously, or unproblematically, as gay” (Lang, 2002, p. 249). Furthermore, Van Sant argues that “a person’s sexual identity is so much different than just one word, ‘gay.’ You never hear anyone referred to as just ‘hetero.’ That doesn’t really say anything … There’s something more to sexual identity than just a label like that” (cited in Lang, p. 251). The inability to define sexuality in simplistic terms is one of the base concerns of NQC, which embraces the fundamental complexity of the male sex workers’ sexuality.

While the sex act is never actually allowed to occur between the female client and Mike,13 the sense of abjection so present within traditional Hollywood representation is lacking within the fluctuation of sexual expression in My Own Private Idaho. Whereas the repressed homosexuals of films like Midnight Cowboy, represented by the man that Joe Buck beats senseless in a hotel room, are shown to be simply repressed homosexuals, Mike’s repression is a sign of his complexity. My Own Private Idaho understands repression as a character trait that exists beyond being a simple character type ready to be placed into a film without further explanation. Instead, Van Sant explores repression psychoanalytically. Linda Kauffman (1998) explains:


The film revolves around a search for origins (maternal, paternal, narrative), but the search is doomed to defeat … Whenever Mike falls asleep, recurrent images appear: he lies in his mother’s arms, infused with oceanic bliss … Mike’s narcolepsy is a symptom of his arrested development in the Imaginary; the recurrent images in his dreams are part of his “image repertoire.”(pp. 110-111)



One of the main tasks of My Own Private Idaho, then, is to work through the repressed homosexual, to understand and explore him and, therefore, to use the trait as a way to nuance the character type in a way that undermines the work of prior films with the same type.

Reinterpreting the “Hustler”

In an effort to recode, rework, and reappropriate historical understandings and history itself, both The Living End and My Own Private Idaho are concerned with placing their characters within and in reference to times past. The Living End’s Joe has just found out that he is HIV positive. After vomiting in the doctor’s office, he comes home, walks through the door, and pauses. Behind him is a poster for Andy Warhol’s Blow Job (1963). Mimicking the poster, Joe throws his head back and spreads his lips. The image behind is one of extreme pleasure while Joe’s expression is one of nihilism, expressing the pointlessness of life and emphasizing the words that Luke writes on a concrete pole in the following shot: “I blame society.” Wayne Koestenbaum argues that Blow Job is “a film of almost unbearable intimacy—unbearable, because one realizes watching it, that one has never before spent forty minutes without pause unselfishly looking at a man’s face during the course of his slow movement toward orgasm” (cited in Escoffier, 2009, p. 21). Blow Job, which is similar to My Hustler in style (Blow Job is comprised of one continuous shot), works to document lived experience. By calling upon the imagery of Warhol’s film (and, thus, a larger, internationally founded history of queer representation),14 Araki creates a moment in The Living End where the audience is asked to identify with a history and an emotion that exists beyond the confines of a single film. Where Warhol needed to document lived homosexual experience, Araki needs to document lived HIV-positive experience. Thus, The Living End could be discussed similarly as “a film of almost unbearable intimacy—unbearable, because one realizes watching it, that one has never before spent 85 minutes without pause unselfishly looking at two men’s faces during the course of their slow movement toward AIDS-related death.” As film critic Derek Malcolm wrote in a 1993 review of The Living End, “It’s what some of those Paul Morrissey/Andy Warhol epics of the sixties might have been had they become activated by the fear of AIDS” (p. 4).

My Own Private Idaho works similarly to interpolate and rework history as a part of its narrative. In one scene, a cowboy walks into an adult bookstore lined with porn magazines. As the fluorescent bulbs wrapped in pink gel flicker in the seedy, overpacked store, the camera tracks along the magazines, all of which have men on the cover. The camera finally lands on one called Male Call, and Scott, wearing a cowboy hat, his naked torso and unbuttoned pants made visible, adorns the cover. The magazine cover reads, “HOMO ON THE RANGE.” By utilizing the trope of the cowboy and recoding it within gay culture, Van Sant works to explode the mythology of American masculinity that is “inextricably bound to the image of the cowboy” (Kauffman, 1998, p. 108). As Scott explains his dreams of being a male model, he begins to have a conversation with Mike, who is the cover boy of another magazine, G-String, which is on the rack above Scott.

In the cover photo, Mike is wearing a white loincloth, his body draped over a vertical wooden pole in a position that recalls popular renderings of the Jesus figure. This posing of Mike has resulted in numerous critics deeming the cover “G-String Jesus” and noting that Mike’s pose “[evokes] the crucifixion” (Breight, 1997, pp. 307-308). The rack of magazine covers combines past and present in a way that “unites Rome, Renaissance England and modern America in a bizarre politico-sexual triad” (pp. 307-308)—a notion that the caption on Mike’s magazine, “GO DOWN ON HISTORY,” reinforces.

Both Scott and Mike (especially as portrayed by their magazine covers) draw on types of men that are summoned time and time again in the visual memory of heteronormative culture. The biblical reference to which Mike’s cover alludes, with his hands fixed up above his head and his nude body leaning backward (ribs protruding), recalls, recodes, and sexualizes the image of the nude body of Christ for homosexual consumption. Not only do these images of Mike and Scott suggest the homosexual potential in traditional icons, they make an explicit link between the male body, homosexuality, history, and male sex work.

New Queer Cinema did much more for the representation of the male sex worker than simply allowing him to be gay without being pathologized; it allowed him to be queer, and it suggested that he always had been. These films exhibit a notion of the queer body that, according to Michele Aaron (2004), sees queerness as


represent[ing] the resistance to, primarily, the normative codes of gender and sexual expression—that masculine men sleep with feminine women—but also to the restrictive potential of gay and lesbian sexuality—that only men sleep with men, and women with women. In this way, queer, as a critical concept, encompasses the non-fixity of gender expression and the non-fixity of both straight and gay sexuality. (p. 5)



Whereas one would assume that all male sex workers (even American Gigolo’s strongly heterosexual Julian) would exist outside of heteronormativity and would, therefore, on some level be considered “queer” under Aaron’s definition, pre-NQC cinematic representations of male sex workers (especially in American Gigolo and Midnight Cowboy) depict a world where male sex worker protagonists are as far from a notion of queer as possible. The most revolutionary element of NQC in relation to the depiction of male sex workers, then, is that the characters of films such as My Own Private Idaho and The Living End are not simply gay gigolos and they are not merely inversions of the traditionally acceptable male sex worker attempting to provide a positive image of a type of homosexual: they are queer individuals in a way that the protagonists of earlier films could never be.

The liberation and aggression with which these NQC films approached their subject matter, however, was not without controversy. When Araki described his work as not having “this propagandistic ‘It’s great to be gay’ outlook” in a 1992 interview in The Village Voice (Chua, 1992, p. 64), Adam Mars-Jones (1993), in a review for The Independent, saw this break from the desire for positive representation as a poor decision, given the timing of the AIDS crisis. “More than anything,” writes Mars-Jones, “it has been the catastrophe of AIDS, and the urgency of the despair it has brought with it, that has sparked ‘queer’ politics, and put patience out of fashion,” but, ultimately, “the AIDS crisis is a poor moment to pick quarrels” (p. 16).

Interestingly, both Gus Van Sant and Gregg Araki have dealt with the male sex worker in their later films, too, but in strikingly different ways. While Van Sant has gone on to alternate between directing mainstream films for major studios and his own independent works, he has continued to be the executive producer of films that explore queer identity.15 Incorporating the gritty aesthetic and aggression of the NQC, Speedway Junky (Perry, 1999, Van Sant executive producer) follows the story of a young man named Johnny (Jesse Bradford) who wants to become a race car driver as he falls in with a group of hustlers in Las Vegas. Gregg Araki’s Mysterious Skin (2004) poses a striking contrast to Speedway Junky. The film, which works through a narrative that could have been lifted straight out of an NQC film while appropriating a mainstream aesthetic, is about two teen boys, one of whom is a gay hustler, who are struggling to piece together their lives after their baseball coach had sex with them.

Post-NQC, the use of the character type of the male sex worker has flourished and become dramatically fractured. While major studio productions Deuce Bigalow: Male Gigolo (Mitchell, 1999) and The Wedding Date (Kilner, 2005) work to sanitize the gigolo, maintaining strict hetero-sexuality and presenting homosexual sex work as abject, Mandragora (Grodecki, 1997), Speedway Junky, Lola und Bilidikid (Ataman, 1999), L.I.E. (Michael Cuesta, 2001), Sonny (Cage, 2002), Mysterious Skin, Breakfast on Pluto (Jordan, 2005), and Boy Culture (Brocka, 2006) all have worked to push the male sex worker in a variety of other directions.

Mandragora and Lola und Bilidikid both grapple with male sex work in a way that echoes the work of the NQC. Robin Griffiths (2008) sees a strong parallel between the aims of Mandragora, which follows the rise and fall of a teenage hustler in Czechoslovakia, and the aims of the NQC. “Grodecki,” writes Griffiths, “was just as ground breaking in his unwavering yet ambivalent commitment to destabilize and subvert the heteronormatively inclined moral narratives, imagery and subjectivities that governed the more established tropes of Czech cinema and cultural production: confronting its entrenched stereotypes, assumptions and taboos even as he problematically re-inscribed them” (p. 139). While Mandragora ends tragically and ultimately works to reinforce notions of sex work as perverse, it deals with the AIDS crisis in a very visceral way.

In a scene of Mandragora in which Malek (Miroslav Caslavka), the film’s protagonist, and his friend David (David Svec) hire two female prostitutes to have sex, Malek is asked if he would like to have sex with or without a condom (there is a price difference). “You’re not afraid of AIDS?” Malek asks. “We’ve all got it anyway,” replies his companion. Where AIDS (and disease more generally) is never a concern for Deuce Bigalow or The Wedding Date’s Nick (Dermont Mulroney) and where The Living End’s Luke and Joe, in the height of the AIDS crisis, have been diagnosed with a death sentence, Mandragora’s sex workers are always already implicated in the AIDS crisis as a simple fact of their profession. While issues of abject morality foreground many of the films that, either explicitly or implicitly, deal with male sex work pre-AIDS, films since the AIDS outbreak have fractured, dealing both with the moral implications of sex work and, frequently, concerns about health and disease. Where the dirty, run-down spaces of Midnight Cowboy historically symbolized abjection in regards to cinematic representations of male sex work, the bodies of the hustlers in Mandragora and The Living End have become a new site of concern.
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FIGURE 3.4

Mandragora’s sex workers are always implicated in the AIDS crisis as a simple fact of their profession during the period of time in which the film takes place.
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Movie titles, directors, year of release

American Gigolo (Paul Schrader, 1980)

An American in Paris (Vincente Minnelli, 1951)

Bicycle Thief (Vittorio de Sica, 1948; American release, 1949)

Blow Job (Andy Warhol, 1963)

Boy Culture (Q. Allan Brocka, 2006)

Breakfast on Pluto (Neil Jordan, 2005)

Deuce Bigalow: Male Gigolo (Mike Mitchell, 1999)

Echoes of Silence (Peter Emmanuel Goldman, 1967)

Fox and His Friends (Rainer Werner Fassbinder, 1975)

Howl (Rob Epstein and Jeffrey Friedman, 2010)

Hustler White (Bruce LaBruce, 1996)

Kids (Larry Clark, 1995)

L.I.E. (Michael Cuesta, 2001)

Lola und Bilidikid (Kutlug Ataman, 1999)

Mandragora (Wiktor Grodecki, 1997)

Midnight Cowboy (John Schlesinger, 1969)

My Hustler (Andy Warhol, 1965)

My Own Private Idaho (Gus Van Sant, 1991)

Mysterious Skin (Gregg Araki, 2004)

Postcards from America (Steve McLean, 1994)

Querelle (Rainer Werner Fassbinder, 1982)

Skin & Bone (Everett Lewis, 1996)

Sonny (Nicolas Cage, 2002)

Speedway Junky (Nickolas Perry, 1999)

Streetcar Named Desire (Elia Kazan, 1951)

Sunset Boulevard (Billy Wilder, 1950)

Super 8 (Bruce LaBruce, 1994)

Sweet Bird of Youth (Richard Brooks, 1962)

Tarnation (Jonathan Caouette, 2003)

The Killing of Sister George (Robert Aldrich, 1968)

The Living End (Gregg Araki, 1992)

The Roman Spring of Mrs. Stone (José Quintero, 1961)

The Wedding Date (Clare Kilner, 2005)

Wild Tigers I Have Known (Cam Archer, 2006)

Endnotes

  1  For more histories of prostitution published in the early 20th century that exclude a discussion of male sex work, see Maude Hadden’s Slavery of Prostitution: A Plea for Emancipation (1916), Tage Kemp’s Prostitution: An Investigation of its Causes, Especially with Regard to Hereditary Factors (1936), the League of Nations’ Prevention of Prostitution (1943), and Howard Woolston’s Prostitution in the United States (1921). Woolston (1921) defines a prostitute as a “woman who practices indiscriminate lewdness for hire” and, in a footnote, as “any female who … commits adultery or fornication for hire” (p. 35). In defining what constitutes a prostitute, Woolston consistently incorporates a female gendering.

  2  See also Abraham Flexner’s Prostitution in Europe (1914). Flexner quickly devotes one paragraph to homosexual sex work before moving back to heterosexual prostitution for the duration of the text, noting that “prostitution in Europe as an organized business is by no means limited to intercourse of persons of opposite sex. A homosexual prostitution … has developed on a considerable scale … In prominent thoroughfares, bars exist to which only women resort as well as bars to which no woman gets access” (p. 31).

  3  Scott (1936) breaks down demand for male sex work into the following categories: “(1) The demand for the services of male prostitutes, owing to women being unavailable, usually where the sexes are segregated, as in army camps, barracks, prisons … ; (2) a preference for males, as in cases of true homosexuals who are antipathetic to the female sex; and (3) the acquirement of sexual perversion by those seeking abnormal forms of sex stimulation, and in certain cases as a means of avoiding the contraction of venereal disease or as a contraceptive method” (p. 184).

  4  After exhaustive research, I have not been able to find any male protagonists whose occupation is explicitly figured as “sex work” featured as major characters in film until the 1960s.

  5  For more about the work of Tennessee Williams in relation to the Production Code, see The Cambridge Companion to Tennessee Williams, edited by Matthew C Roudané, and Hollywood’s Tennessee: The Williams Films and Postwar America by R. Barton Palmer and William Robert Bray.

  6  The films of Andy Warhol, for example, were often screened at art house cinemas and, according to Kelly Cresap (2004) at “underground venues, for friends and drop-ins at the Factory, at parties, at college campuses, at out-of-the-way theatres, and at rock concerts” (p. 203).

  7  For more detailed accounts of La Movida, the work of Pedro Almodovar, and the relationship between the two, please see Epps and Kakoudaki’s edited volume, All About Almodovar (2009).

  8  Paraphrasing the argument of Paul Julian Smith.

  9  While Fox and His Friends is perhaps the most direct in its incorporation of male sex work as a characteristic of one of its main characters, Fassbinder’s films often incorporate minor characters (both male and female) who are sex workers.

10  In discussing The Killing of Sister George (Robert Aldrich, 1968), Vito Russo (1987) notes that a film of this era could receive the rating of X based “on theme alone” (p. 174). In this way, the X rating worked to reinforce the unacceptability of subject matter (in the case of Midnight Cowboy, that of male sex workers) just as much as it did a film’s actual content.

11  This confusion regarding the legality of male sex work (especially in relation to female sex work) has been present in the United States as well and is, perhaps, best summarized by Scott’s (1936) earlier statement that the gigolo’s actions hold “no criminality … and no perverse practices” (p. 186). Although Scott’s comment is in relation to moral criminality (as is made evident in the text), the inability for historians to clearly articulate the legal standing of male sex work is telling in that the first fully legal male prostitute in the United States started work at The Shady Lady Ranch in Nevada in 2010, according to Ronald Barri Flowers (2011, pp. 46-47).

12  Other NQC films to feature male sex workers include Bruce LaBruce’s Super 8 (1994) and Hustler White (1996), Steve McLean’s Postcards from America (1994), and Everett Lewis’s Skin & Bone (1996). I limit this list to films produced through 1996 because the span of time that has been deemed to be a part of New Queer Cinema varies substantially. These films all fall within a generally agreed-upon canon of NQC films.

13  Mike begins to have flashbacks about his mother and falls into a stress-induced narcoleptic episode, which reinforces him as the “repressed” character type.

14  Alice Kuzniar (2000) makes a compelling argument that New Queer Cinema should be seen in concert with international film movements like the French New Wave and New German Cinema, “thereby suggesting an equally significant revolution in technique and subject matter” in her introduction to The Queer German Cinema (p. 1).

15  Of particular note is Wild Tigers I Have Known (Archer, 2006, executive producer Van Sant). Van Sant is also executive producer of Kids (Clark, 1995), Tarnation (Caouette, 2003), and Howl (Epstein & Friedman, 2010).
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What Allan Tyler brings to the fore in this chapter is that men selling sex is a big business. Indications are that more personalized and elaborate escort services, such as the “boyfriend experience,” are considered more empowering than other forms of male sex work because they provide greater income, choice, and safety and are gaining an increasing share of the male sex work market. As the sex industry has become much more commercial, male sex workers need to learn how to market their services successfully. Body type, strategic positioning (top/bottom), and penis size are important elements in marketing male sex work, but advertising these attributes successfully requires communication and business skills. As sellers of sex have become more public because of the Internet and text messaging, the male sex industry has become more mainstream. Clients and workers can now connect almost anywhere at any time via the Internet and cell phones to enter into an immediate commercial transaction.
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A: Where do you advertise?

M: Ooh. Gay Times, QX, Rentboy, um, Gaydar. Manjam, Attitude … GayRomeo, and then other websites. “Oh we have a new agency!” You send your pictures to them, click on the link. So many pumped boys [use] so many websites. Because they’re just like, “Oh, you have to be with us!” and just put them up. But I don’t, actually. (Marcos, 24)



There is no one true experience for men selling sex to men. This chapter aims to capture some of the diversity that often is ignored by sensationalized media stories or quantitative studies that have been rationalized by claiming aims of protecting the vulnerable and preventing sexual (and social?) disease. Previous work has focused on the experiences of men selling sex in the streets and bars (e.g., Hall, 2007; Williams et al., 2006), in brothels and saunas, and those who meet clients through private introductions (Weeks, 1995). More recent work on escort advertising has focused on escort review websites (Agresti, 2009; Logan, 2010). This chapter focuses on the advertising of sex and sexualized services to men via gay media, which captures some of the shifting and blurring of sexual boundaries experienced and constructed by men who advertise as masseurs and escorts.

The language we use, which stems from the historical, legal, and political discourse on prostitution and sex work (Brooks-Gordon, 2006; Sanders, 2005; Scott, 2003; Weeks, 1995), fails to capture what is really happening for many men whose experience of and identification with selling sex are limited to specific times and places, and also to specific actions and activities. Many of the men I interviewed, whose stories informed this chapter, do not fall neatly into a single category of male sex worker (MSW), escort, prostitute, or masseur, nor do many of them self-identify as such. Moreover, neither the term “rentboy” (Dorais, 2005; Phua & Caras, 2008) nor the once derogatory but recently reclaimed term “hustler” (Parsons, Koken, & Bimbi, 2004; Scott, 2003) captures the richness and multiplicity of what is true for different men, many of whom have not been “boys” for over two decades. It has come to be understood that the terms “gay” and “bisexual” do not sum up the subjective identities and experiences of all men who have sex with men. Therefore, I have created the initialism M$M to refer generally to men who sell sex and sexualized services to men, which highlights the transactional element of the interaction; moves away from derogatory, legalized, or politicized signs; and reflects my informants’ own constructions of what is and is not “sex” or “work.”

This chapter looks at the development of M$M advertising, from card posting to magazines to online profiles, and the move from text-only advertisements to ads that feature photographs. Finally, it explores the construction of meaning and identities through verbal and visual content. The original research for this chapter is based on data collected from magazines and websites targeting gay men, and interviews with some of the men who advertise in them. Most of the examples in this chapter deal specifically with M$M and do not represent marketing to female clients.

What Can We Learn from M$M Advertising?

Research on M$M advertising is relatively scarce. A broader literature does exist that looks at classified personal ads generally (Cocks, 2009; Deaux & Hanna, 1984) and gay men’s classified ads specifically (Baker, 2003; Davidson, 1991; Livia, 2002). Most recently there has been a great deal of interest in how men who have sex with men use the Internet to interact, usually with a focus on the prevention of HIV (Carballo-Diéguez et al., 2006; Nodin et al., 2011; Wilson et al., 2009). As the Internet has become an integral part of daily life for many people, researchers have started to focus on social networking sites (Light, 2007; Light & McGrath, 2010; Mowlabocus, 2007a, 2007b, 2010a, 2010b) and the online profiles that MSWs use to interact with clients (Agresti, 2009; Logan, 2010; Phua & Caras, 2008).

Some research has been done with MSWs who use magazine and Internet advertising, distinguishing between the advertising cohort and street workers (e.g., Koken, Bimbi, & Parsons, 2010; Minichiello et al., 2000; Morrison & Whitehead, 2007a, 2007b; Parsons, Bimbi, & Halkitis, 2001). Other research on MSWs in the United States illustrates how those who advertise on the Internet use technology to screen clients and discuss safer sex, and the role the Internet has played in their entry into sex work (Cunningham & Kendall, 2011; Parsons et al., 2004). There is evidence that men who buy sex review their experiences in online forums (Logan, 2010). U.S. researchers have revealed that Internet advertising allows MSWs to prebook clients who come to town on business trips, whereas magazine advertising primarily attracts clients who have been drinking in bars or using drugs (Parsons et al., 2004). Again, much of the past research was conducted with an emphasis on HIV prevention. This chapter builds on and updates previous research, as dramatic changes have occurred in mobile communication technologies—including smart phones, Wi-Fi, and social networking “apps”—along with advances in the treatment of HIV and the discourse among sex workers, gay men, and, more broadly, men who have sex with men.

There is an emerging body of research that focuses on the content of male sex work advertising (Agresti, 2009; Logan, 2010; Phua & Caras, 2008) but, like past work on personal classified ads (Baker, 2003; Davidson, 1991; Livia, 2002), it is largely focused on the text content. Previous research on male escort advertising has focused completely on text-only advertising (Cameron, Collins, & Thew, 1999) or has limited its focus to the advertisement text (Phua & Caras, 2008). As technologies and advertising conventions have developed, so has research interest in the visual content of these ads (Reavey, 2011; Rose, 2007).

Research examining the meaning of the photographs on gay men’s personal profiles has found that pictures of faces signal honesty, presence, and authenticity, and an investment in being identified in a gay space (Mowlabocus, 2010b). Similar theories are being applied to the commercial profiles of M$M. Logan and Shah (2009) analyzed the difference in prices between male sex work Internet advertisements that did and did not have photographs. They found that MSWs who included at least one facial picture had higher prices than those who did not post photographs that revealed their faces. This chapter describes these newer, more visual, and more interactive forms of advertising.

Cameron, Collins, and Thew (1999) analyzed issues of Gay Times in the mid-1990s to look for significant patterns between the advertisers’ self-described characteristics, such as age, ethnicity, physique, and proclamations of masculinity, and the types of services they offered, described as ordinary “mainstream” sex or more fetish-focused activities, including dressing up, role-play, and BDSM.1 They found that advertisers promoting fetish-related activities were older than the average, and men who said they were “older” (over 26 years) were also more likely to claim to be bisexual or indicate other signs of masculinity. They also found that men who promoted themselves as “foreign” (to an assumed British audience) were younger than the men who promoted themselves as British or claimed no national identity.

Phua and Caras (2008) picked up the exploration of nationality and ethnicity in online advertisements and also looked at race. Although they used the photos in the advertisements to confirm or compare claims of race and ethnicity, they did not analyze the photos beyond that. They compared the way white American men described themselves in their ads with (mainly mixed-race) Brazilian men’s descriptions. Phua and Caras categorized these self-descriptions and how he M$M constructed themselves for their audience. Similar to Deaux and Hanna’s 1984 study on personal ads in magazines, they found 23 categories that included physical descriptions, sexual acts, age, and race; the research for this chapter found 26 similar categories. In both magazine and online profiles, men construct “brands” (Phua & Caras, 2008) or unique selling points to differentiate themselves from their colleagues/competitors in the surrounding ads, often creating packages of physical characteristics (muscularity and penis size), personal characteristics (discrete, passionate), and services offered (fetish, “boyfriend experience”).

Ad content is becoming more complex to analyze, due to the inclusion of both graphic and textual content, and there are opportunities to collect data that are readily available on the Internet. Profiles on Gaydar and Rentboy, for example, thus offer a readily available resource for studying the meanings people attach to sexuality (Davidson, 1991).

Where Men Advertise


People buy magazines … People from America buy the magazine, people that comes to London—a lot of Arabs, they buy the magazine. Because they know that it’s a gay thing. They don’t know—they don’t go to gay places, but they go to GT and they know that there are escorts in the back of it. It’s kind of a classy magazine. It’s not really a trashy magazine. I think that’s why they charge [as much as they do]. (Marcos, 24)



Whether in Ancient Greece, Victorian London, or modern-day Los Angeles, there always have been places where people sold sex and used signals to indicate that sex was for sale. In Ancient Greece, boys wearing long hair and makeup stood outside the barber shop or the perfumery (Evans, 1979). In Victorian London, Piccadilly Circus was renowned as the place to find a particular type of male company, and fingering one’s lapels was understood to be a form of advertising. Coded messages were sometimes placed in mainstream periodicals of the time that to the knowing present-day reader may seem at once quite obvious and, compared to contemporary ads, quite coy: “Youth 21, versatile slim attractive English [offers] full personal services to gentlemen of any age, at my place or yours” (Cocks, 2009, p. 145). Today, print and online advertisements act as both place and signal.

While journalistic sources claim the Internet dominates contemporary marketing by MSWs, interviews with M$M reveal three main spaces for advertising and promoting their services: notices posted in gay pubs, magazines aimed at a gay readership, and the Internet (see Koken et al., 2010; Parsons et al., 2004); website categories can be subdivided into individual sites, agency sites, and social-networking sites.

Calling Cards

Postcards, also known as “calling cards” (Sanders, 2005, 2006) or “tart cards” (Wallpaper, 2009), are a familiar site in phone boxes around central London (Sanders, 2005, 2006), and they make elements of sex work very visible. The cards most often feature images of a provocatively dressed model, who may or may not be the advertiser, with a name, telephone number, location, and a brief description of services offered. Cards also can specify services offered by male-to-female transvestite, transgender, and transsexual (both pre- and post-operative) advertisers without necessarily referring specifically to the gender of the clientele. The cards posted in phone boxes in London, even those near gay bars, most often advertise the services of women for male clients. Some cards do advertise services by men for men, but these are few (Londonist, 2012). However, some men report posting similar advertisements, particularly in gay pubs and bars, which gave M$M visibility in gay spaces.

Brian, now in his forties, started selling sex when he was at college. He describes how he and a friend decided that, since they were broke and liked having lots of sex, it would be a suitable enterprise. They printed and posted some flyers, he said, but “it wasn’t like it is now. We didn’t put them in phone boxes or public places because you didn’t know what kind of ‘crazies’ you’d get.” By posting their cards in gay pubs and clubs, Brian and his friend were able to limit homophobic attention from the public—and the law (the age of consent for sex between men was still 21). On the one hand, these men had to avoid legal and social restrictions on having any sex with men, while on the other they faced the dual stigma of being both “homosexuals” and prostitutes (Koken et al., 2010; Weeks, 1995).

Posting cards at businesses targeting gay men has almost totally disappeared in London in recent years, but it is useful to note the place of these cards in advertising that predates both the Internet and early magazine advertisements. The cards often attracted unwanted attention in the form of curiosity, provocation, bullying, or moralizing. In Britain, the Crime and Police Act of 2001 was in part a national response to conditions in Westminster, where an effort was made to stop sex workers from posting cards in phone boxes. The act makes it illegal to post a calling card with contact details for sex workers who work “indoors”; the young men who still place these cards can face up to five years in prison (Sanders, 2005, 2006). The ads that have replaced the cards target gay spaces in magazines, the Internet, and mobile applications—all spaces where the general public is not likely to be engaged.

Magazines


With advertising … you have to make a lot of decisions. Your advert in GT or QX you pick one picture. Sometimes I put my army picture in, sometimes I put my cock picture in, sometimes I put a leather picture in, and you really are aware that the guys not looking for the army guy probably aren’t going to pick you that week. (Quinn, 39)



In 1991, a new free magazine called Boyz appeared in gay pubs around London. The magazine was aimed at young gay men and offered features on pop culture, products, and services that publishers hoped would interest them, including listing venues and events marketed at gay men, whose advertisements paid for the magazine’s publication and distribution. The earliest editions were modeled on Jackie magazine, a British title aimed at teenage girls. Boyz offered horoscopes, advice columns about love and sex, and personal contact ads, which included a column titled “Escorts & Masseurs” (see figure 4.1). Including escorts and masseurs in a single column raised interesting issues about the distinction (and sometimes lack thereof) between “sex” work and “body” work and blurred the boundaries between what is and is not being offered and what is and is not legal.
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FIGURE 4.1

The first “Escort & Masseurs” section in Boyz magazine, August 1, 1991.

Almost from the start, Boyz required anyone wishing to advertise a massage service to prove their qualifications, and within three months the format was changed so there were two columns, one advertising escorts and the other masseurs; the numbers in each column were roughly equal for the next few months. In subsequent years, however, although the number of both escort and masseur advertisements increased dramatically, the number of escort ads was much higher (see figure 4.2). For example, in 1996 there were 122 ads for escorts and only 17 for masseurs. This balance was consistent until a change in editorial policy reduced explicit content. In 2010, the management decided to stop running the escort ads altogether, a decision it later reversed.
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FIGURE 4.2

Number of Advertisements per Issue in Samples of Boyz from 1991 to 2011

London is unique in that it offers several free titles targeting the gay scene and two that advertise escort and massage services, which allows for comparisons between titles, controlling for national or regional differences in economics, geography, law, and culture. The variation in ads carried by competing titles (see Deaux & Hanna, 1984) demonstrates that sex and body work advertising and social visibility are influenced by the magazines’ decisions about whether or not to include such ads, and by editorial policies about sexually explicit content. These editorial decisions have an impact on the choices M$M make about how to spend their advertising money.

The emergence of online advertising has also directly affected the number of advertisements placed in magazines. M$M advertisers report having more “editorial” and “creative” control of their advertisements, lower costs, and greater exposure in terms of both duration and geographic reach. Having more control means M$M can use a responsive marketing strategy that can vary within one period, whereas a print campaign is rigidly fixed. M$M, aware of their return on investment, make careful decisions about how to spend their marketing budgets, and print media face increasing competition for ads from online media (Cane, 2009). Equally important is the cost of buying ads, which M$M must consider when evaluating their advertising choices:


Gaydar is just the most accessible … I spoke to another guy who’s an escort and he says he gets the most work from Gaydar, and it’s the cheapest. So as long as I’m getting enough work through Gaydar, I’ll just stay with that—no need to go for something else because the QX ads are quite expensive and this guy was saying that he doesn’t get that much work from the QX ads. (Kirk, 24)



New Media

Whereas the 1990s saw a dramatic increase in the number of M$M using print media to contact potential clients, the 2000s were the decade when the Internet became a significant medium. The first web address to be included in an escort ad in Boyz magazine appeared in 1999, alongside the usual contact telephone numbers, names, and photographs. The descriptions in some of the ads started to get shorter, perhaps because so much more information about the advertiser was available online. As personal use of the Internet became more common, M$M began to use it for advertising. Examples from 2001 show that some advertisers provided links to their own web addresses or to profiles on other websites (e.g., www.independent-escorts.com). By 2004, the magazines were adapting and expanding their business models to include web addresses devoted not only to their titles but to M$M advertising (e.g., www.boyzescorts.com), which they promoted in the M$M sections of their magazines.

Magazines like GT have begun to offer online advertising bundled with the purchase of print ad space. The magazine’s escorts home page (GTescorts.co.uk) displays a welcome message, an ad for an escort agency, and a small number of “featured” escorts. As in the print media, M$M online advertising has become a part of the consumable gay scene even to the casual observer, social consumer, or “accidental tourist,” and it forms part of the backdrop to how life for gay men is constructed, represented, and reconstructed.

Websites like Rentboy.com operate similarly to the GTescorts site, but without a parent magazine. Rentboy hosts profiles for paying advertisers and offers free access to the profiles, which include photographs, telephone numbers, rates, services offered, and, where the advertiser has consented, a mapped location. Enhanced features are offered to users who sign up for membership. Users can search for advertisers by rates charged, sexual practices (positions, safe sex, tastes/fetishes/specialties), and physical features (race, build, body hair, cock size, and foreskin). Rentboy.com, which promotes itself as “the world’s largest male escort website,” has marketed aggressively in certain regions in recent years, using print ads, gay scene magazine editorials, and tie-ins with “dance party” or night club events called Hustlaball. The Hustlaball brand is becoming well known on the gay scene, although Rentboy.com faces competition from other brands in local markets such as Sleepyboy.com, which had almost twice as many M$M listings in London as Rentboy. The sites also generate revenue by selling banner ads that link them to other businesses in the wider sex industry, such as sex-toy and fetish-clothing retailers, as well as their own related businesses (like Gay Times magazine and the Hustlaball events). More recently, banner ads for mainstream products and services have appeared with M$M commercial profiles on sites like Gaydar.net.

The Social Networking Site as a Virtual Escort Agency

Before Facebook became an international phenomenon, social networking sites like Gay.com and Gaydar.co.uk were widely used by gay and bisexual men, sometimes for sex (real or virtual), sometimes for more urbane exchanges. Early interfaces for social networking sites allowed users to log in by creating a “handle”—a name or pseudonym that identified them, perhaps by name, age, or interest, and kept them anonymous (Livia, 2002; Mowlabocus, 2010a). Men wishing to indicate their interest in compensatory exchanges sometimes used signs (e.g., certain words, or symbols like the dollar sign) that flagged their financial interest (e.g., “generousdaddy” or “hot$tuff69”). Users also could add a brief description of themselves, often exaggerated, and/or a description of who or what they were seeking. A whole system of signs and codes came to be understood by users who adapted to restrictions of the interface, such as the number of characters, much as previous generations had with classified print ads (Cocks, 2009). The coded signs allowed them to “work around” the staff who moderated the chat rooms.

It is clear the Internet has extended the commercialization of social-sexual exchange. While U.S.-based sites like Manhunt.net abide by state laws that prohibit prostitution (see Weitzer, 2009, 2010), sites regulated by British laws allow commercial transactions but charge a premium for the privilege. The personal and commercial profiles are nearly identical, except the latter include the word “commercial” and personal ads are more likely to be written in the first-person singular (I’m looking for …), whereas commercial ads are more likely to address the audience directly (Call me!) or to include the audience in the narrative (We’ll both be naked for the massage …).

Most of the men I interviewed made a clear distinction between the ways they use their profiles. Some maintain personal profiles on altogether different sites for strictly social purposes. However, some said they initially used their personal profile to experiment with sex work:


It was sort of in the early days of Gaydar when you could go into the chat rooms and it wasn’t really monitored, um, and you could go and pretend to sort of be an escort. Well anyone could go into the escort—there was an escort and client room. (Craig, 37)



Craig experimented with selling sex for a brief period, but he gave it up because he did not enjoy the sex he was having and found the men who hired him to be physically unattractive. His experiment with selling sex using his personal profile was closely related to his ordinary practices of using the Internet for social-sexual networking and casual sex, and he constructs his first commercial episode as being very similar to how he might conduct any personal exchange: initial contact and social exchange (online chat), evaluation of level of attraction, contract, travel to a location, sexual contact, and conclusion (for more on how men use Gaydar, see Mowlabocus, 2007a, 2007b, 2010a, 2010b).

Others revealed that their personal Gaydar profiles were the conduit for their first paid exchanges, when other members offered them money after an initial rejection. George is one example:


My friends went out at the weekend, went to saunas, met people, did it for nothing. I thought, “Fuck it, I’ll get paid for it.” [Smiles.] It was that simple … Uh. How did I start? Somebody messaged me on Gaydar, and, I wasn’t really that interested. And then they turned around and said, “I’ll pay you for it.” And that’s what started it. And they did. And I enjoyed it. I get a buzz out of getting paid for it because I would normally do it anyway. So fuck it. (George, 42)



Personal profiles and Internet chat rooms can be used to experiment with selling sex with little or no investment, financial or social, on the part of the advertiser. A commercial transaction may be initiated by the advertiser or passively received, unsolicited. M$M use interfaces, like the Gaydar website, in ways that can be described as both passive and active. The profile, while actively created by the M$M, becomes a site potential clients can use to make contact. Advertisers also use their profile to contact other members with a message or a “wink” or by leaving a “track,” like a “poke” in Facebook, effectively “spamming” members as a form of solicitation. M$M may also take advantage of other features, such as chat rooms, where they may repeatedly post messages or adopt a practice of exiting and reentering the chat room to draw the attention of other members, which is known as “frogging.”

Promotion Strategies

The men I spoke to had various advertising strategies. Some used a scattergun approach, placing advertisements with several publications and sites simultaneously and having no solid measure of how much business they were attracting through particular media. Others advertised only in publications where they realized a high return on their investment. Patterns of advertising varied as well. Some respondents focused on repeat business and only advertised when they wanted to attract new clients, whereas others used an intermittent but considered pattern of advertising, placing ads in different publications at different times, allowing for time off, and placing ads in publications in other cities if they planned to work while traveling abroad. Some of the men also were aware that ads in different publications attracted different types of clients.

Finally, the types of advertising (for sex work, body work) and the ad content (level of sexual explicitness) have an impact on the perceived effectiveness of the ads in terms of attracting clients, which affects workers’ decisions about where and how to advertise and how to represent themselves in the media in order to increase their income, maximize efficiency (i.e., earn more per client), and increase job satisfaction.

A Picture Is Worth a Thousand Words

Photographs make up a significant portion of contemporary ad content (see figures 4.3 and 4.4). They should be considered a rich source of data fundamental to understanding M$M advertising (see Mowlabocus, 2010b), as they often reinforce identities that are based on physical or personal characteristics, or on particular services. Early photo ads featured relatively tame images. For example, the first photo ads that appeared in Boyz in 1993 featured a studio portrait of an attractive, well-groomed young man in a white sleeveless T-shirt, which was very different from the sexually explicit photos that were to follow. Photos were not widely used until 1996, when headless photos of men’s bare muscular chests appeared regularly. The pictures continued to change over time.

The stigma of homosexuality and prostitution may have influenced men’s choice of whether to include photographs that would identify them. In the past 20 years, changes in politics, law, and culture have changed people’s attitudes about coming out and being identified as gay (Weeks, 2007). In England, for example, laws banning the “promotion of homosexuality” have been overturned, military service and the age of consent have been equalized, civil partnership has been introduced, and equality in marriage law is being introduced. Being gay carries fewer restrictions than in the past, and magazines like Boyz and QX have become a regular part of the coming-out experience for many men as they enter the gay scene in large cities like London. Moreover, the magazine advertisements for escorts have normalized the practice and visibility of men advertising sex to men to some extent.
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FIGURE 4.3

Number of Boyz Ads with Pictures and without Pictures
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FIGURE 4.4

Percentages of Boyz Ads with Pictures and without Pictures
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FIGURE 4.5

Advertisement for “American Style Massage,” in Boyz, January 6, 1996.

As more advertisers included facial photographs, competition increased and fueled the need to reveal ever more to potential clients. An easing of legal restrictions in the UK on showing erect penises was followed by a rise in sexually explicit ad content. As social-sexual-networking sites like Gaydar, Manhunt, and Grindr normalized the public profile and the inclusion of all types of photographs, a new way of thinking developed about gay spaces as private. And so the discussion returns to understanding the advertisement as not only a promotion but also a place.

What M$M Advertise

Sex and sexual experiences may be advertised explicitly or implicitly. Explicit mention of sex is less common, as neither advertisers nor publications refer to sex work or prostitution. An exception is Rentboy.com, which takes its name from the colloquial term for a young male sex worker. More common is the term “escort,” which a knowing audience reads as synonymous with sex work but to the uninitiated may suggest a companion. Advertisers who want to position themselves as high class often list social activities they attend with clients: “Good looking, educated, well-travelled and very discreet guy, working as a part-time escort. Very good companion, for dinners, meetings, travel and overnights. Very discreet clients only.” While companionship may be a part of an escort’s role, informants report that most jobs they take involve being paid for sex. In places where selling sex is illegal, as in most of the United States, advertisers often include the disclaimer that clients are only paying for their time.

An ad for massage can imply different things, which may be confusing to potential customers. Indeed, some masseurs I interviewed expressed concern about being mistaken for sex workers, even though many used sexual imagery in their ads or even offered sexualized services. Advertisers may offer traditional massage, which is not intentionally sexual, although clients may become aroused; sensual massage, which is intended to stimulate the client sexually; or “metomassage,” which implies a sexual service. In meto-massage, what is sought and offered is some form of sex, although the masseur does not participate in the sexual arousal and the distinction is not necessarily obvious from the advertisements.

Escort Agency Advertising


How did I start? I started by thinking I wanted to do it so I looked at QX magazine and there were advertisements placed in the back of those magazines by escort agencies—not by escorts, by escort agencies—and I phoned one of them that I liked the look of and they asked me to come in for an interview, which I did and then I went onto their books. (Matthew, 38)



Boyz sometimes also features advertisements for escort agencies. Agency ads appear in two formats, one to clients seeking masseurs and escorts (see figure 4.5) and the other to men who want to do sex work. The first type appeals to clients seeking sex or body work. The agencies emphasize the professional element of their service through the language in their ads: “Our Masseurs and Escorts are carefully screened.” The second type appeals to men who want to work as escorts but also suggests to potential clients the extent of their screening—“Exclusive agency requires handsome, straight-acting escorts and masseurs (18-25). Please only ring us if you have classic good looks, an excellent physique, are well-spoken and have a comprehensive wardrobe of good quality clothes” (see figure 4.6)—thus potential clients are led to assume all enquiries will be answered by someone who meets the agency’s rigorous standards. M$M may advertise through an agency rather than independently because it allows them to maintain more distinct boundaries between their sex work and their personal lives. Many men have jobs and careers apart from sex work. The agencies generally receive all enquiries and screen clients for the sex workers in exchange for a percentage of the advertised fee. Clients and workers are instructed not to exchange details and to make all contact through the agency, which gives the agency some control, particularly over financial transactions. It also allows clients and workers to maintain some privacy, anonymity, and security. The power relationship between the agency and the worker is complex and may be fraught with difficulties that are compounded by issues unique to selling sex (see Smith, Grov, & Seal, 2008).

Some men who work independently also advertise as an agency. Two men I spoke to described advertising with one or two other men, promoting themselves to potential clients as an agency. They created flat management structures, like “a workers’ co-operative” and directed calls to one another, depending on their own availability and the clients’ requests:


Well, the way it worked at that point was we had this front of being an escort agency … [laughs] But it was just … me and two mates, a workers’ cooperative. And, so you know, all three of us would end up having sex with the same guy if he was someone who was looking to, ah, have some regular, um, involvement with prostitutes and then he’d find his favourite. Um. Yeah, the calls normally went through one of these friends and then he’d call me. (Philip, 44)
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FIGURE 4.6

Advertisement reading “Exclusive agency requires…,” in Boyz, January 6, 1996.

More recent agency structures include online profiles that feature links to a number of M$M who also advertise independently. These online profiles are similar to websites that are devoted to attracting clients and directing them to profiles for M$M. Like bricks-and-mortar agencies, the virtual agencies act as a “screen” for both clients and M$M. The men, whether selling or seeking sexual services, may be required to provide email and credit card details and an Internet service provider address that can be traced by the host site. This allows interactions to take place in an anonymized but not completely anonymous environment, and it affords at least some level of protection to sellers and buyers.
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FIGURE 4.7

Daddy’s Reviews, the major U.S. website for male escort reviews and discussion. Reproduced with permission from WinkWinkNodNod, LLC.

Virtual agencies have different business strategies. They commonly charge the seller a monthly fee to advertise and charge premium fees for better positioning on the website or within the listings. Virtual agencies also may charge potential clients a membership fee for access to additional content.

Further study of the widely available advertisements of M$M, including the increasingly visual and interactive elements, will no doubt offer exciting new insights into the often hidden experiences of men who sell sex to men.
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Endnotes

 1   BDSM is a variety of erotic practice involving dominance and submission, role-playing, restraint, and other interpersonal dynamics.



Trevon Logan’s analysis reveals a hierarchy of sexual preferences among clients, many of which have a high market value. What we find unique about his analysis is that it demonstrates that certain types of male bodies and sexual practices are objectified and commodified, which is evident in the market values different body types are accorded. This is not unlike what feminist commentators have observed with regard to the female body. Logan demonstrates how sexuality, race, and ethnicity are socially constructed, often symbiotically, and that cultural imperatives play an important role in determining what is and is not attractive to men. There is a market order among male escorts that is reflected in their physical and social characteristics, such as race and ethnicity, which influences sexual exchanges. Race is significant in the way we conceptualize masculinity and the male body, and can be an important indicator of sexual prowess. Blacks, for example, are likely to be perceived as aggressive and dominant sexual partners, whereas Asians are presented as passive. Research on how accurate these perceptions are is still ongoing.

Race-based stereotypes tend to segregate sexual networks, and in so doing may create risk groups that are centered not so much on behavior as on racial categories. Regretfully, targets of stereotyping also may be more likely to engage in risky sex. Logan concludes that technological change has altered the structure and organization of the male sex industry and expanded the market for male sex workers into suburban and rural spaces. These changes have substantially increased the number of male escorts, created new markets for sex work encounters, and extended the reach of male sex work to a much wider potential clientele.
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Prostitution as a form of exchange (Simmel, 1971) or a location where cultural values and market logics intersect (Zelizer, 1994) has long interested social scientists, but male sex work remains underresearched (Bimbi, 2007; Pruitt, 2005; Weitzer, 2009). In general, male sex workers (MSWs) are difficult to conceptualize in current economic, social, and gender theories of prostitution because all participants are the same gender (Bernstein, 2005, 2007; Edlund & Korn, 2002; Giusta, Di Tommaso, & Strom, 2009; Marlowe, 1997).1 Qualitative research on male sex workers informs theories of sexuality, sexual behaviors, and sex work (Parsons, Bimbi, & Halkitis, 2001; Bimbi & Parsons, 2005; Uy et al., 2004); however, many quantitative questions whose answers could complement the qualitative approach remain unanswered. For example, we know little about the population size or geographic distribution of MSWs. Quantitatively analyzing the market could increase our understanding of ways that commerce, sexuality, and masculinity intersect.2

While there is a relative wealth of research about male sex workers who work on the streets, little is known about male escorts who appear to occupy the highest position in the hierarchy of male prostitution (Cameron, Collins, & Thew, 1999; Koken et al., 2005; Luckenbill, 1986; Parsons, Koken, & Bimbi 2007; Pruitt, 2005; Uy et al., 2004). Due to technological progress, such as the Internet, and the increasing social acceptance of homosexuality (Loftus, 2001; Scott, 2003), most existing work is now out of date.3 Recent qualitative scholarship finds that the demographic and social characteristics of male escorts and their reasons for entering commercial sex work described in earlier postwar research does not apply today (Calhoun & Weaver, 1996; Joffe & Dockrell, 1995; Parsons et al., 2001; Pruitt, 2005; Uy et al., 2004). Researchers also note male-on-male sex workers’unique social and epidemiological position because they serve numerous social groups: gay-identified men, heterosexually identified men, and their own noncommercial sexual partners (Cohan et al., 2004). Male sex workers thus interact with groups of men who are unlikely to interact with each other, potentially acting as a social and sexual conduit between various groups (Parker, 2006).

One unique aspect of the study of gay male-on-male sex work is that all of the participants are male. In contrast to male-female prostitution, one cannot easily assign sexual positions or behaviors to participants based on gender; this necessitates a discussion of the social value of sexual behaviors practiced and advertised by escorts in the market.4 This chapter analyzes how and if men who have sex with men reify and critique hegemonic masculinity in the values of sexual behaviors;5 this is especially interesting because gay men are often considered counter-hegemonic (Connell, 1987, 1995).6 Moreover, scholars note that ethnic sexual stereotypes give rise to unique values of practices among men of particular ethnicities and cultures. I therefore explore how ethnic and cultural subjectivities further shape the constructions of masculinity in these communities (Collins, 1999, 2000; Han, 2006; Reid-Pharr, 2001).

This study breaks new ground in the study of male sex work by taking an explicitly quantitative approach to the subject. The relationship between escort prices, personal characteristics, and advertised sexual behaviors provides an interesting window through which to view this relatively underinvestigated social activity in the U.S. (Bimbi, 2007; Weitzer, 2009). The conceptual framework begins by considering how this type of empirical analysis can shed light on social theories of sexuality and masculinity (Dowsett, 1993). Principles of economic theory motivate the empirical approach, but results are interpreted in light of social theories of male sexuality. As the male escort market in the United States does not use intermediaries who could control the prices and earnings of male escorts, how male escorts price their services is understood to be conditional on their personal characteristics and advertised sexual behaviors. Values attached to these characteristics and behaviors lie at the confluence of social value and market forces.

This study renders visible some interesting aspects of male-on-male escort sex work in the U.S., such as where male escorts are predominantly located; advertising in cities with high and low gay density; and the market value of personal physical characteristics, such as ethnicity, height, and weight, and of advertised sexual activities. It explores whether male sex workers’ clients value hegemonically masculine behaviors and appearance in a way that can be reconciled with hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1987, 1995; Connell &Messerschmidt, 2005), and what, if any, are the effects of intersections between personal physical characteristics and advertised sexual behaviors in these markets. It tests the hypothesis of intersectionality theory, which posits that men of particular cultural and ethnic subjectivities are rewarded for downplaying or emphasizing certain sexual behaviors (Collins, 1999, 2000).

Online Markets for Commercial Male-on-Male Escort Sex Work in the U.S.

Popular media suggest that MSWs are a sizable portion of the broader U.S. sex worker population (Pompeo, 2009; Steele & Kennedy, 2006).7 Unlike their female counterparts, male sex workers usually work independently, as there is virtually no pimping or male brothels in the U.S. male sex trade (Logan & Shah, 2009; Pruitt, 2005; Weitzer, 2005, 2009).8 The independent, owner-operator feature of these markets allows for greater mobility within the hierarchy of the male sex worker market. In these hierarchies, male escorts are arguably the most esteemed, as they do not work the streets, they take clients by appointment, and they usually are better paid than their counterparts on the street (Luckenbill, 1986). While street sex workers are paid at a piece rate, male escorts are contract employees with greater control over the terms of their work and the services they provide.9

Male escorts used to congregate in “escort bars” and place advertisements in gay-related newspapers to solicit clients, but reports show that the male escort market now takes place online (Friedman, 2003; Pompeo, 2009; Steele & Kennedy, 2006).10 The online market provides a straightforward operating procedure—escorts pay a monthly fee to post their advertisements, which include pictures, physical descriptions, their rate for services (quoted by the hour), as well as contact information such as telephone numbers and email addresses. Escorts have complete control over the type and amount of information conveyed in their advertisements. Through websites, clients contact escorts directly and arrange for appointments at the escort’s home (known as an “incall”) or at the client’s residence or a hotel (an “outcall”).

Social Science Theories of Male Sex Work

Research on commercial sex work traditionally concentrates on women and neglects the heterogeneous social structures that give rise to diverse forms of male sex work (Bernstein, 2007; West, 1993). Surveys of male prostitution (Aggleton, 1999; Itiel, 1998; Kaye, 2001; Pompeo, 2009; Steele & Kennedy, 2006; West, 1993) render visible geographic and cultural distinctions in practices and forms of male sex work, making it difficult to generalize the phenomena over space or time. These difficulties have hindered research in this field. Theories of sexuality pay particular attention to sexual minorities and marginalized sexualities because they are central to understanding majority and minority sexualities and sexual subjectivities (Epstein, 2006; Sedgwick, 1990; Stein, 1989; Weinberg & Williams, 1974). Including male sex workers confounds the usual theoretical tools of power and gender, allowing explorations of dynamics within genders in a novel way (Marlowe, 1997).

Research on political economies among sexual minorities deals largely with the commoditization of gay desire (Cantu, 2002; D’Emilio, 1997). As commoditization is a market force with supply, demand, quantities, and prices, I investigate how men in male sex work markets construct subjectivities that are influenced by social factors. This in turn can tell us about values men place on themselves and other men for commercial and perhaps noncommercial sexual liaisons. Researchers have looked at these types of values qualitatively and quantitatively between genders (Almeling, 2007; Arunachalam & Shah, 2008; Koken, Bimbi, & Parsons, 2009), but little quantitative work looks at differences within genders.

Today, as in the past, significant numbers of male escorts and clients do not identify as homosexual (Bimbi, 2007; Chauncey, 1994; Dorais, 2005). Allen (1980) describes studies of MSWs that find less than 10 percent identify as homosexual. Since Humphries’s (1970) controversial work, social scientists have noted that men partaking in same-sex sexual behavior are unlikely to be found in surveys unless they choose to publicly reveal their sexual behaviors and desires (Black et al., 2000; Black, Sanders, & Taylor, 2007; Cameron et al., 2009). The world of male sex work is one of the few places where men who adopt homosexual identities and those who refuse them are in intimate contact with one another; this offers the opportunity to address interesting questions about male sexual identity and homosexual desire. For example, what roles and behaviors must escorts conform to in order to realize the largest economic gains from sex work? The value of these roles can inform an analysis of the construction of masculinity at the crossroads of heterosexual and homosexual subjectivities because men participating in these markets, both clients and escorts, adopt disparate sexual subjectivities.

Economic and Demographic Approaches

While it can be difficult to identify all sexual minorities in any data source (Berg & Lien, 2006; Black et al., 2000, 2002; Cameron et al., 2009), researchers can now identify same-sex couples. Using population trends, scholars note that the geographic distribution of male same-sex couples is different from that of the general U.S. population (Black et al., 2000, 2002; Black et al., 2007). City amenities and the ability to congregate and socialize within a dense urban population appear related to gay locality patterns (Black et al., 2002).11 Whatever the reason for these locality differences, this research poses interesting questions about the demography and geography of male sex work, as we know very little about the population size, demographic characteristics, and geographic distribution of male sex workers in the U.S.

Early studies of male sex work focused on cities with large gay populations (McNamara, 1994), but more recent qualitative research reveals that a significant portion of male escorts’ clientele identifies heterosexually.12 Indeed, the “breastplate of righteousness” that Humphries (1970) saw in heterosexually identified men who took part in homosexual behavior has recently resurfaced in the public lexicon (Frankel, 2007; MacDonald, 2007). In the market for male sex work, such behavior is common. Male escorts note that a significant percentage of their clientele is heterosexually identified and many are married. Because these men are obscured from the most common analysis of sexual minorities, how their presence in the market influences market function and composition remains unexamined.

Simple economic models of locality, such as Hotelling’s (1929), suggest that escorts should locate close to their client base. Given that heterosexually identified men may have much to lose if their same-sex sexual behavior is exposed, it is expected that male escorts might be more likely to locate in places where there are fewer opportunities for these men to meet other men, such as neighborhoods and communities identified as predominantly heterosexual. Self-identified heterosexual men are unlikely to frequent gay bars, coffeehouses, or community groups where they might encounter gay men for socialization or sex. Male escort locations should thus differ from those of general gay-identified populations. Conversely, researchers note that gay communities do not attach the same level of stigma to sex work as heterosexuals do (Koken et al., 2009; Sadownick, 1996). Thus, if gay communities are seen as safe havens for sex workers, or if few customers are heterosexually identified, it would be expected that male sex workers’ geographic distribution would closely mirror that of the general gay population’s.

Sociological Approaches

Hegemonic Masculinity

Hegemonic masculinity is defined as “the configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of legitimacy of patriarchy” (Connell, 1995, p. 77). Hegemonic masculinity is about relations between and within genders.13 Hegemonically masculine practices ensure the dominant position of men over women, and of particular men over other men. These practices can take a number of forms; research usually stresses social traits such as drive, ambition, self-reliance, and aggressiveness, which legitimate the power of men over women. Within genders, there is the privileging or dominance of certain masculinities and the marginalization or subordination of others (Bird, 1996; Reeser, 2010; Schrock & Schwalbe, 2009). For example, gay masculinities are subordinated and marginalized so that patriarchy can be reproduced through heterosexuality. Connell (1995) describes how hegemonic masculinity is never influenced by non-hegemonic elements: elements of non-heterosexuality are seen as contradictions or weakness (Demetriou, 2001), thus diminishing the perceived power of these subjectivities.

Scholars note the limits of this conceptual binary between hegemonic and non-hegemonic masculinity (Anderson, 2002; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Demetriou, 2001; Donaldson, 1993; Dowsett, 1993; Reeser, 2010). Demetriou (2001) and Reeser (2010), among others, suggest that rather than viewing it as binary, hegemonic masculinity should be viewed as a hybrid made up of practices and elements of heterosexual and homosexual masculinities, giving hegemonic masculinity the ability to change over time to meet historical circumstances with a different set of practices. In this conception, the practices of gay men, who are non-hegemonic, not only reinforce the patriarchal goal of hegemonic masculinity, but they help define the hegemonic ideal itself.14 Demetriou (2001), for example, notes the recent construction of the “metrosexual” as one example of gay masculinity influencing the construction of the hegemonic ideal.

While a binary approach views gay men in relation to the hegemonic ideal, a hybrid approach opens the possibility of analyzing how gay men define, subordinate, and marginalize masculinities among themselves. This within-subgroup construction might influence how hegemonic masculinity itself is defined. Donaldson (1993) and Connell (1992) note that gay men reify hegemonic norms; indeed, modern gay practices celebrate and exemplify hegemonic ideals such as bodybuilding and physical strength. This reification of masculine norms can create a situation where some gay masculinities are themselves subordinate to others. That is, among gay men themselves, there may be further refinement of the gay masculine norm along hegemonic lines. Donaldson (1993) raises the intriguing point that “it is not ‘gayness’ that is attractive to homosexual men, but ‘maleness.’ A man is lusted after not because he is homosexual but because he’s a man. How counter-hegemonic can this be?” (p. 649).

Scholars of masculinity have asserted that gay men critique hegemonic ideals through their counter-hegemony (Connell, 1992; Reeser, 2010), but it also could be the case that gay men overtly reify hegemonic ideals sexually. To the extent that this occurs, gay masculinities may be aligned with the hegemonic masculinity that marginalizes them. The question is the degree to which homosexual men are complicit in hegemonic masculine norms. In Demetriou’s (2001 language, to what degree do gay masculinities contain significant elements of hegemonic masculinities that legitimate patriarchy and may, in turn, influence hegemonic masculinity itself? In an explicitly sexual arena, hege-monic masculinity would extend to physical appearance (e.g., muscularity, body size, body hair, and height) and sexual behaviors (e.g., sexual dominance, sexual aggressiveness, and penetrative sexual position). To the extent that homosexual men conform to and reify hegemonic masculine norms, it is expected that the value of masculine traits and practices should have a direct effect on a given escort’s desirability and value. While such “manhood acts” usually elicit deference from other men and reinforce hegemonic masculinity (Bird, 1996; Schrock & Schwalbe, 2009), in an explicitly homosexual arena they may also elicit sexual desire and objectification.

The function of male sex work in gay communities may heighten such effects. In a market for sex work, clients are explicitly seeking sexual contact. Clients may choose escorts unlike the men they interact with socially but whom they do desire sexually. This may increase the value of certain masculine characteristics insofar as the hegemonic masculine archetype may be a driving force in purely sexual desire (Cameron et al., 1999; Green, 2008a; Pruitt, 2005; Weinberg & Williams 1974).15 In this market, is men’s lust consistent with hegemonic norms? Sexual desire for the hegemonic ideal could influence how hegemonic masculinity itself is constructed and reinforced among gay men. If this is the case, there may be limits to the binary view of hegemonic masculinity.

This type of hybrid hegemonic masculinity could have additional implications for gay male body image and gay men’s use of the body in constructing masculinity. Sadownick (1996) sees the gay liberation movement as a time when gay men began, en masse, to idealize hypermasculinity, muscles, and a hirsute body, turning on its head the “flight from masculinity” that Hacker (1957) observed in earlier generations of gay men. The physical ideal is typified by a muscular physique and other markers of hegemonic masculinity, such as height, body hair, whiteness, youth, and middle-class socioeconomic status (Atkins, 1998; Green, 2008b). This turn of events has molded the gay body into a political representation of masculinity. This partly subverts norms that question the compatibility of masculinity and homosexuality, but it also reinforces a quasi-hegemonic masculine ideal (Atkins, 1998; Connell, 1992). Compared with lesbians and heterosexuals, gay men show stronger tendencies to prefer particular body types, and this can lead to poor psychological and health outcomes for gay men who do not conform to gay standards of beauty (Atkins, 1998; Beren et al., 1996; Carpenter, 2003; Green 2008b; Herzog et al., 1991). In fact, attempts by some gay subcultures to subvert these beauty standards have been critiqued as being agents themselves of hegemonically masculine agendas (Hennen, 2005).

In many ways, rejection of large men and thin men can be seen as the rejection (subjugation) of feminizing features. For example, excess weight in a man visually minimizes the relative size of male genitals and produces larger (and, importantly, nonmuscular) male breasts; thin men may appear slight, waifish, and physically weak. These appearances emphasize feminizing traits that are actively discouraged in mainstream gay culture (Atkins, 1998; Hennen, 2005). In the market for male sex work, we expect clients to prize physical characteristics that mark hegemonic masculinity, such as muscular physiques, body hair, and height. We also expect feminizing features, such as excess weight and thinness, to be penalized.

The theory of hegemonic masculinity and the closely related literature on the body in gay communities suggest that clients of male sex workers are likely to prize masculine personas and body type. There are several reasons for this. First, numerous scholars assert that gay men’s relationships with effeminate behavior are complex—while celebrated in many aspects of gay culture (e.g., camp, drag shows, and diva worship), effeminate behavior is particularly stigmatized in sexual relationships and as an object of lust (Clarkson, 2006; Nardi, 2000; Ward, 2000). Second, some scholars note how the gay community has commoditized the “authentic” masculinity of self-identified heterosexual men who engage in sex with men (Ward, 2008). This has given rise to the distinction between masculine and effeminate gay men in gay communities (Clarkson, 2006; Connell, 1992; Pascoe, 2007). Construction of dual masculinities among gay men, and distinctions between the two, are used to legitimate the power of masculine gay men over effeminate gay men, a reproduction of patriarchy (Clarkson, 2006). We thus expect that men who are interacting primarily for sexual purposes likely place a premium on masculine practices (e.g., penetrative sexual position [topping], aggressive sexual behavior, and muscular physique) and penalize feminine practices (e.g., receptive sexual position [bottoming], submissiveness, large body size, and thinness) to the degree that they conform to hegemonic masculinity and to the construction of masculine gay identity among gay men.16

Intersectionality

Just as the theory of hegemonic masculinity has been critiqued for not considering how gay men can conform to and inform hegemonic masculinity, there is also a burgeoning literature that looks at ethnic variation in social values among gay men (Green, 2008a; Han, 2006; Nagel, 2000; Robinson, 2007). As intersectionality theory suggests, the intersection of these social categories is neither cumulative nor additive but independent (Collins, 1999, 2000; Reeser, 2010). The intersection of hegemonic masculinity with ethnic sexual stereotypes can create multiple forms of sexual objectification for particular groups of gay men. For example, the value of a top (the penetrative partner) is not uniform across all tops, and the value of a white top is not simply the addition of the value of whiteness and “topness” but an independent effect for men in that particular category, who in this instance embody the highest position in the racial and sexual behavior hierarchies among gay men. Markets for sex may reify these sexual stereotypes (what Cameron and colleagues [1999] call “ethnico-sexual stereotypes”) in explicitly monetary terms.

Baldwin (1985) notes that the American ideal of sexuality is rooted in the American ideal of masculinity, which he argues necessitates an inherently ethnic dimension. Historically, white men were to protect white women from black sexuality, and this supposed threat legitimated white men’s social control of white women (and whites social control over blacks). For homosexual white men, black men’s sexuality may become an object of desire because they are perceived to be sexually dominant and unrestrained—although still under the social control of whites due to their ethnicity—turning the hegemonic ideal on its head (Baldwin, 1985; Reeser, 2010). Robinson (2008), McBride (2005), Reid-Pharr (2001), Green (2008a), and others note how racial stereotypes interact with notions of masculinity to produce a desire for hypermasculine black men, particularly among white gay men.

The stereotype of the sexually dominant black man, rather than being an agent of fear, can lead to a celebration of his hypersexual behavior, appearance, and conduct. In this theory, the general level of social interaction between black and white gay men is relatively low and occurs chiefly over sex. Black men who demonstrate hypermasculine and sexually aggressive behavior are offered entry into white gay spaces, but this entry is limited to sexual liaisons. McBride (2005), for example, notes the limited range in which black men interact with whites in gay pornography, where the vast majority of black performers are tops and adopt an antisocial persona. Men who defy ethnic sexual stereotypes could face markedly lower values and become, in this particular instance, counter-hegemonic. Robinson (2008) finds that white gay men largely ignore and devalue black men who do not conform to the stereotype of the hypermasculine black male, suggesting that the penalties for nonconformity may be particularly harsh.

The reverse is true for Asians, whose passivity and docility are celebrated. Robinson (2007, 2008), Phua and Kaufman (2003), and Han (2006) describe the persistent stereotype that Asian men should be passive, docile bottoms. As with black men, this ethnic sexual stereotype allows the larger gay community to limit Asian men’s socially acceptable sexual expressions. In this case, the counter-hegemonic activity is for Asian men to appear sexually dominant or aggressive. These authors also note that Hispanics are celebrated as passionate, virile lovers who are usually sexually dominant, although not exclusively so, making it difficult to derive quantitative predictions for this group.

Given these racial sexual stereotypes, it is necessary to consider how the values of particular sexual behaviors differ by ethnicity. Phua and Kaufman find that dating “preferences for minorities often are tinted with stereotypical images: Asians as exotic, docile, loyal partners; Hispanics as passionate, fiery lovers; and Blacks as ‘well-endowed,’ forbidden partners” (2003, p. 992). If the market for male sex work mirrors the gay community at large, we expect the analysis will show that black men who advertise themselves as tops and Asian men who advertise as bottoms command higher prices, thus reflecting the value of conforming to ethnic sexual stereotypes.

Exploring the Gay Male Sex Market

In order to overcome a number of problems of sample selection, this study uses data collected from the universe of men advertising online on the largest, most comprehensive, and most geographically diverse website for male escort work in the U.S. (identified herein as site X).17 This online source has several advantages. First, it allows me to collect information on escort attributes, prices, and information unhampered by the selection problems that would be encountered in a field survey of escorts.18 Second, I can identify escorts’ home locations, which allows for accurate geographic counts. Third, the escort characteristics I use are entered by the escorts themselves from drop-down menus. This is of particular advantage for exploring the features escorts use to control their pricing models (e.g., body type or hair color). Fourth, website X is free for viewing by anyone connected to the Internet. This ensures that the information provided is for a large general client base and not manipulated to please paying members of a website for a more specific market.

In order to demonstrate that the data source provides sufficient coverage of the online escort market, table 5.1 compares escorts on site X with the two most prominent competitors from a random sample of smaller cities. The appeal of site X is that escort locality is identifiable, whereas this information is not consistently available on any of the other two comparison sites. Data would be compromised if the comparison sites were included in the study, as the same escorts could be counted individually across the sites inflating the figures. Table 5.1 shows that site X has a considerably larger escort base identifiable by locality than its competitors. The last column of table 5.1 shows the number of escorts on site X that could also be identified on Rentboy. The comparison data reveal the many of the escorts who advertise on the comparison websites also advertise on site X, whereas not all escorts advertising on site X were found on the comparison sites.

Escorts list their age, height, weight, race, hair color, eye color, body type, and body-hair type. Advertisements give clients contact information, the preferred mode of contact (i.e., phone or email), escorts’ availability to travel nationally and internationally, and prices for incall and outcall services. Escorts can write about their services and quality in an advertisement’s text.19 One additional advantage of these data is that the escorts’ claims about their physical characteristics can be confirmed by viewing the pictures posted in the advertisements.20 The analysis is based on outcall prices, but results do not change when using incall prices.

TABLE 5.1

Comparison of Male Escort Websites










	 
	 
	Number of Escorts
	 



	CITY
	SITE X
	RENTBOY
	MALE ESCORT REVIEW
	SITE X / RENTBOY



	Albany, NY
	5
	0
	3
	N/A



	Austin, TX
	26
	3
	15
	2 / 3



	Buffalo, NY
	5
	0
	0
	N/A



	Charlotte, NC
	19
	3
	4
	2 / 3



	Columbus, OH
	30
	3
	13
	3 / 3



	Denver, CO
	41
	5
	19
	5 / 5



	Detroit, MI
	73
	10
	14
	9 / 10



	Indianapolis, IN
	19
	0
	5
	N/A



	Kansas City, MO
	9
	1
	7
	0 / 1



	Minneapolis, MN
	33
	2
	15
	2 / 2



	Nashville, TN
	14
	1
	8
	1 / 1



	Oklahoma City, OK
	3
	1
	0
	1 / 1



	Portland, OR
	15
	1
	12
	1 / 1



	Sacramento, CA
	17
	7
	5
	5 / 7



	St. Louis, MO
	18
	3
	6
	2 / 3



	Seattle, WA
	33
	14
	23
	11 / 14



	Rochester, NY
	4
	0
	0
	N/A



	Tampa, FL
	47
	15
	22
	11 / 15



	TOTAL
	411
	69
	171
	55 / 69




Table 5.2 shows summary statistics for the escorts in the data. On average, escorts charge more than US$200 an hour for an outcall, consistent with media estimates of escort services (Pompeo, 2009; Steele & Kennedy, 2006). As one would expect, escorts are relatively young and fit; on average, they are 28 years old, 5 feet 10 inches tall, and 165 pounds (approximately 155cm and 75kg). According to the National Center for Health Statistics, the average man aged 20 to 74 years in the U.S. is 5 feet 9.5 inches and 190 pounds (approximately 154cm and 86kg). Escorts are ethnically diverse; 54 percent are white, 22 percent are black, 14 percent are Hispanic, 8 percent are multiracial, and 1 percent are Asian.

Looking at physical traits, escorts are likely to have black (37 percent) or brown (46 percent) hair; less than 15 percent are blond). More than half of all escorts have brown eyes (55 percent), although significant fractions have blue (18 percent) and hazel (14 percent) eyes. Nearly half of all escorts are smooth (49 percent), 17 percent shave their body hair, but more than a third are hairy or moderately hairy (34 percent). Very few escorts are overweight (1 percent), and relatively few are thin (8 percent); the majority of escorts claim to have athletic (48 percent) or muscular (30 percent) builds. Looking at sexual behaviors, 16 percent of escorts are tops, 6 percent are bottoms, and 21 percent list themselves as versatile.21 In addition, 19 percent of escorts advertise that they exclusively practice safer sex. Overall, summary statistics for men in the data are similar to descriptive statistics noted by Cameron and colleagues (1999) for male escorts in British newspapers in the 1990s and Pruitt’s (2005) more recent sample of male escorts who advertise on the Internet.

TABLE 5.2

Summary Statistics for the Escort Sample



	VARIABLES
	OBS
	MEAN
	SD



	Price
	1,476
	216.88
	64.46



	Log of Price
	1,476
	5.34
	.29



	Weight
	1,932
	167.11
	24.54



	Height
	1,932
	70.43
	2.69



	BMI
	1,932
	23.64
	2.89



	Age
	1,932
	28.20
	6.93



	Asian
	1,932
	.01
	.12



	Black
	1,932
	.22
	.41



	Hispanic
	1,932
	.14
	.35



	Multiracial
	1,932
	.08
	.28



	Other
	1,932
	.01
	.10



	White
	1,932
	.54
	.50













	PHYSICAL TRAITS
	 
	 
	 



	Hair Color
	
	
	



	[image: image] Black
	1,932  
	.37
	     .48



	[image: image] Blond
	1,932  
	.13
	     .34



	[image: image] Brown
	1,932  
	.46
	     .50



	[image: image] Gray
	1,932  
	.02
	     .13



	[image: image] Auburn/Red
	1,932  
	.01
	     .11



	[image: image] Other
	1,932  
	.01
	     .10



	Eye Color
	
	
	



	[image: image] Black
	1,932  
	.02
	     .14



	[image: image] Blue
	1,932  
	.18
	     .39



	[image: image] Brown
	1,932  
	.55
	     .50



	[image: image] Green
	1,932  
	.11
	     .31



	[image: image] Hazel
	1,932  
	.14
	     .35



	Body Hair
	
	
	



	[image: image] Hairy
	1,932  
	.04
	     .20



	[image: image] Moderately Hairy
	1,932  
	.30
	     .46



	[image: image] Shaved
	1,932  
	.17
	     .38



	[image: image] Smooth
	1,932  
	.49
	     .50



	Body Build
	
	
	



	[image: image] Athletic/Swimmer’s Build
	1,932  
	.48
	     .50



	[image: image] Average
	1,932  
	.13
	     .34



	[image: image] A Few Extra Pounds
	1,932  
	.01
	     .08



	[image: image] Muscular
	1,932  
	.30
	     .46



	[image: image] Thin/Lean
	1,932  
	.08
	     .27



	BEHAVIORS
	
	
	



	[image: image] Top
	1,932  
	.16
	     .37



	[image: image] Bottom
	1,932  
	.06
	     .24



	[image: image] Versatile
	1,932  
	.21
	     .40



	[image: image] Safe
	1,932  
	.19
	     .39






Note: Price is the outcall price posted by an escort in his advertisement.

Analysis

Empirical Strategy

Previous quantitative work analyzing male escorts has not examined prices of male escort services (Cameron et al., 1999; Pruitt, 2005). The data in this study have been analyzed on male escort services’ prices in a hedonic regression; a technique developed by Court (1939), Griliches (1961), and Rosen (1974). The basic technique regresses the price of a particular good or service on its characteristics (such as ethnicity, hair color, body build, etc). This type of regression is widely used in economics, and it is particularly useful for goods that are inherently unique or bundled. This regression analysis is able to tell us how much prices increase or decrease, on average, for services based on the personal characteristics and advertised behaviors of the escorts. Estimated coefficients from hedonic regressions are commonly interpreted as implicit prices because they reflect the change in price one could expect, on average, for a change in that particular characteristic. It is common to refer to positive coefficients as a premium and negative coefficients as a penalty.23

Empirical Results

Geographic distribution of male sex workers

Table 5.3 shows the geographic distribution of male escorts advertising on site X. Figures are based on the actual number of escorts by the home locality provided in their advertisements. To my knowledge, this is the first large-scale quantitative evidence on the geographic location of male escorts in the U.S. Size of the escort population varies considerably; there are more than 300 escorts in only one city, New York, which has long been depicted in the media as the largest male escort market (Pompeo, 2009). Atlanta, Los Angeles, Miami, and San Francisco each have more than 100 escorts, but most cities have considerably fewer.

There is a striking trend in terms of location patterns: the number of gay escorts closely follows the size of a metropolitan statistical area (MSA), not gay locality patterns. For example, Detroit is the 11th largest MSA in the U.S. and its gay concentration is 42nd, but there are 51 percent more escorts in Detroit than in Seattle, a city with the fifth highest gay concentration index (GCI). Chicago and St. Louis display a similar pattern. Indeed, correlation of the number of escorts with MSA population is quite strong (r = .92), but it is much weaker with the GCI (r = .39). Furthermore, the correlation of per capita escorts with the GCI (r = .69) is weaker than the correlation of escorts with MSA.

TABLE 5.3

Geographical Distribution of Escorts in Random Selection of Cities











	
	METROPOLITAN STATISTICAL AREA
	GAY CONCENTRATION
	



	CITY
	RANK
	POPULATION
	RANK
	INDEX
	NUMBER OF ESCORTS



	New York, NY
	1
	18,815,988
	13
	1.49
	309



	Los Angeles, CA
	2
	12,875,587
	6
	2.11
	126



	Chicago, IL
	3
	9,524,673
	18
	1.31
	93



	Miami, FL
	7
	5,413,212
	14
	1.46
	119



	Washington, DC
	8
	5,306,565
	2
	2.68
	99



	Atlanta, GA
	9
	5,278,904
	7
	1.96
	108



	Boston, MA
	10
	4,482,857
	9
	1.67
	53



	Detroit, MI
	11
	4,467,592
	42
	.6
	50



	San Francisco, CA
	12
	4,203,898
	1
	4.95
	124



	Seattle, WA
	15
	3,309,347
	5
	2.21
	33



	Minneapolis, MN
	16
	3,208,212
	10
	1.61
	33



	St. Louis, MO
	18
	2,808,611
	37
	.69
	18



	Tampa, FL
	19
	2,723,949
	24
	1.05
	47



	Denver, CO
	21
	2,464,866
	12
	1.53
	41



	Portland, OR
	23
	2,175,113
	15
	1.45
	15



	Sacramento, CA
	26
	2,091,120
	8
	1.71
	17



	Kansas City, MO
	29
	1,985,429
	25
	1.04
	9



	Columbus, OH
	32
	1,754,337
	27
	.99
	30



	Indianapolis, IN
	33
	1,695,037
	19
	1.12
	19



	Charlotte, NC
	35
	1,651,568
	45
	0.49
	19



	Austin, TX
	37
	1,598,161
	3
	2.44
	26



	Nashville, TN
	39
	1,521,437
	32
	.85
	14



	Oklahoma City, OK
	44
	1,192,989
	34
	.83
	3



	Buffalo, NY
	46
	1,128,183
	49
	.35
	5



	Rochester, NY
	50
	1,030,495
	29
	.89
	4



	Albany, NY
	57
	853,358
	31
	.85
	5






	Correlation of Number of Escorts with GCI
	 
	 
	.39



	Correlation of Per Capita Escorts with GCI
	 
	 
	.69



	Correlation of Number of Escorts with MSA Population
	 
	 
	.92




Note: The OMB defines these population groups as clusters of adjacent counties. Gay concentration is the fraction of the metropolitan statistical area (MSA) identified as same-sex male partners in the 1990 census divided by the national average (for further details, see Black et al., 2007). MSA population counts from the Census Bureau as of July 1, 2007. Cities with MSA rank greater than 12 were randomly selected from the 50 cities listed in Black and colleagues (2007).24

This result is consistent with the claim that the market for male sex work is national in scope and not driven exclusively by gay-identified participants. If escort services were primarily demanded by self-identified gay men, we would expect the geographic distribution of male escorts to mirror the geographic distribution of self-identified gay men. That is, male escorts would locate in places with a higher concentration of potential customers (Hotelling, 1929). Results in table 5.3 suggest that male escorts tend to concentrate in cities with substantial populations, not just cities with substantial gay populations. This result holds even when considering midsized and smaller cities—it is not driven by cities that have large populations and large gay populations, such as Los Angeles. Overall, the evidence is consistent with the hypothesis that male escorts serve a market that includes a substantial number of heterosexually identified men.

Physical characteristics and male escort prices

Table 5.4 shows estimates of the value of physical characteristics on the pricing of male escort services from hedonic regressions of escort prices on physical characteristics. Given that clients in commercial sex markets generally tend to be older men (Friedman, 2003), we would expect clients to prize youth and beauty, consistent with female sex work (Bernstein, 2007). The theory of hegemonic masculinity and related literature on the gay body, however, predict that hegemonically masculine physical traits would be prized in the market. In describing the results, I emphasize the percentage differences, but to increase the exposition, I also give the dollar value of the differentials based on an average price of US$200 per session. It is important to emphasize that these differentials are cumulative. For example, a 10 percent ($20) price differential per session could lead to earnings differences in excess of $5,000 per year.25

TABLE 5.4

The Implicit Prices of Physical Characteristics in the Male Escort Market on Site X

[image: image]

[image: image]

Note: Robust standard errors are listed under coefficients in parentheses. Each category is a separate regression in which the log of escort prices is the dependent variable. Each regression includes controls for city location and an intercept. For model II, the omitted ethnicity category is Asian. For model III, the omitted hair color is black. For model IV, the omitted eye color is black. For model V, the omitted body build is athletic/swimmer’s build. For model VI, the omitted body hair is hairy.

* p < .05; ** p < .01 (two-tailed tests).

These data indicate that there is a penalty for age, with each additional year of age costing an escort 1 percent ($2) of his market price. There also is a penalty for weight, with each additional 10 pounds resulting in over a 1.5 percent ($3) market price decrease.26 Body build, which is closely related to weight, also appears to be an important market variable. Men with average body types experience a price penalty that exceeds 15 percent ($30), while men who have excess weight experience a price penalty of more than 30 percent ($60).27 There is also a price penalty for thinness, although it is not as large as the penalty for those who are average or overweight, being on the order of 5 percent ($10, p < .1). This is consistent with work that finds a large social penalty for additional weight among gay men (Carpenter, 2003), theoretical work that describes codes of body image in gay communities (Atkins, 1998), and literature on the body that suggests significant penalties for weight among gay men, as both excess weight and thinness have feminizing features. Men with a muscular build, however, enjoy a price premium of around 4 percent ($8, p < .1). Indeed, only men who have muscular builds enjoy a price premium relative to the reference category “athletic/swimmer’s build.” Because muscularity is a physical signal of maleness and dominance and can be considered a proxy for strength and virility, the premium attached to muscularity in this market is consistent with hegemonic masculinity.

Surprisingly, ethnicity does not seem to play a role in escort prices. No stated ethnicity commands higher prices in the market than any other. While some escorts of color claim they are paid less than their white counterparts (Pompeo, 2009), these data do not support that claim. The same holds for hair color, eye color, body hair, and height. Interestingly, body hair and height, both of which indicate masculine traits, do not come with premiums in this market. In general, these results challenge theories that stipulate there is a hegemonic ideal: no ethnicity/hair color/eye color/body hair combination appears to be more valuable than any other. Other than weight and body build, it appears that most personal characteristics are not very important variables in the male escort market.

Sexual behaviors and male escort prices

Table 5.5 shows estimates of the value of advertised sexual behaviors on male escort prices. An important implication of hegemonic masculinity is the idea that dominant sexual behaviors would be rewarded in the male escort market. Consistent with hegemonic masculinity, the premium to being a top is large, over 9 percent ($18), and the penalty for being a bottom is substantial—in some specifications (column V), it is nearly as large as the premium for being a top, on the order of –9 percent ($18). The price differential for men who are tops versus men who are bottoms—the top/bottom differential—is substantial, ranging from 14.1 percent ($28, column I) to 17.6 percent ($35, column V).28

The substantial premium to tops and penalty to bottoms is interesting for a number of reasons. Premiums for these sexual behaviors are inconsistent with the economic concept of compensating differentials, where riskier occupations (in this market, sexual behaviors) are compensated with higher wages. According to research in public health, the relative risk of contracting HIV for receptive versus penetrative anal sex is 7.69 (Varghese et al., 2002). This implies that the correlations we observe are in spite of the fact that receptive sexual activity carries greater disease risk than does the penetrative sex act. Compensating differentials would predict that bottom escorts should be compensated for taking on this increase in disease risk, but I find exactly the opposite. In studies of female sex work, the compensating differential is substantial (Gertler, Shah, & Bertozzi, 2005). The empirical estimates also find a positive correlation between advertised safety and escort prices, greater than 5 percent ($10). As further evidence against an idea of compensating differentials for male sex work, I find no premiums for particular types of safe sex—men who advertise as “safe tops” or “safe bottoms” do not enjoy a distinct premium, although transmission probabilities would suggest that they should.29

These results can be interpreted sociologically, however, as the premium attached to masculine behavior in gay communities. The premium for tops is consistent with literature that notes that gay men prize traditionally masculine behaviors and sexual roles, and the penetrative partner in sexual acts is canonically considered more masculine. The fact that men who act in the dominant sexual position charge higher prices for services is consistent with the social acceptance of quasi-heteronormativity within groups of men who have sex with men. As described earlier, gay communities prize behavior that can be described as hegemonically masculine, and this extends to sexual acts themselves (Clarkson, 2006).

TABLE 5.5

The Implicit Prices of Sexual Behaviors in the Male Escort Market on Site X

[image: image]

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses. Dependent variable is the log of an escort’s price in all regressions. Each regression includes controls for age, city location, and an intercept.

* p < .05; ** p < .01 (two-tailed tests).

Alternative explanations for the top premium bear mentioning. One possibility is that the premium may derive from the biology of being a top. If “topping” requires ejaculation and “bottoming” does not, this could limit the number of clients that tops could see in a given period of time and drive the premium upward; essentially there could be a “scarcity premium” for top services. A search of escort advertisements, however, reveals that top escorts who mention bottoming also mention that they charge a significant premium for bottoming services. Similarly, a detailed analysis of client reviews and online forums does not show that clients demand ejaculation more from top escorts than from bottoms. I take this as evidence of the social penalty of bottoming and the premium of topping. While biology could certainly play a role, the social position of tops appears to be the dominant force behind the top premium.30

The intersection of ethnicity and sexual behaviors

As described earlier, the intersection of ethnicity and sexual behaviors could shed light on the connection between hegemonic masculinity and ethnic sexual stereotypes. In particular, black men are expected to be dominant sexually and Asians are expected to be passive. I investigate these intersections by looking at interactions across ethnicities and sexual behaviors. Table 5.6 shows estimates of the value of advertised sexual behaviors for men by ethnicity, where each entry shows the implicit price of the interaction of that ethnicity and sexual behavior (e.g., the premium or penalty to being an Asian top or a versatile white).

The results are striking. Black, Hispanic, and white men each receive a substantial premium for being tops, but the largest premium is for black men (nearly 12 percent, $24). The premium for Hispanics is greater than 9 percent ($18, p < .1), while the premium for whites is less than 7 percent ($14). There is no statistically significant top premium for Asian escorts. The penalty for being a bottom also varies by ethnicity: white bottoms face a penalty of nearly 7 percent ($14, p < .1), while black bottoms face a penalty of nearly 30 percent ($60), the largest penalty seen in any of the results in table 5.6. There is no bottom penalty for Asians or Hispanics. The top/bottom price differential also varies by ethnicity. While the differential for whites and Hispanics is close to the overall top/bottom differential—13.2 percent ($26) and 12.3 percent ($25), respectively; the estimates of table 5.6 put the differential between 14.1 percent and 17.6 percent—the differential for blacks is more than twice the differential for any other racial group, 36.5 percent ($73).31 These results are consistent with the intersectionality theory, in which black men who conform to stereotypes of hypermasculinity and sexual dominance are highly sought after, and those who do not conform are severely penalized. These types of stereotypes appear within the male escort market, and they influence premiums and penalties for sexual behaviors. Predictions for Asians, however, are not borne out in the data—I found neither a top premium nor a bottom penalty for Asian escorts.

TABLE 5.6

The Implicit Prices of Ethnicity and Sexual Behavior Interactions in the Male Escort Market on Site X

[image: image]

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses. Each column is a separate regression where the log of the price is the dependent variable. Each entry is the coefficient of the interaction of the row and column. For example, the “Black Top” coefficient is the coefficient of the black*top interaction term in the regression. All regressions include controls for ethnicity, city, sexual behaviors, other personal characteristics, and an intercept.

* p < .05; ** p < .01 (two-tailed tests).

Limitations and Future Research

While this study makes use of novel data to test theories of male sex work, several limitations to the present analysis should be noted. First, I analyzed only the largest website for escort advertisements in the U.S., and the results might not hold for competitors’ sites. For example, if certain types of escorts are more likely to congregate at different websites, they would not be captured in my data, limiting my ability to describe the market in general. Second, information in the advertisements is posted by the escorts and therefore constitutes a self-report. While I exploited independent data to confirm the precision of the price measure, I cannot say with certainty that there are no omitted confounders in the data. Third, the dataset may be missing variables that could influence the price of escort services, such as endowment, an escort’s education level, or expertise in specific sexual conduct.

These limitations should inform future research. For example, future studies should analyze competing websites with a similar methodology to confirm or challenge results presented here. Similarly, detailed analysis of client-operated websites, which review escort services, could act as an independent check on the veracity of the information posted in escort advertisements. Future research should develop panel data on male escorts that would allow one to track escorts over time to see how and if their behaviors, identities, advertisements, and personas change, which would add an important dimension to this literature.

Discussion and Conclusions

This chapter has addressed important questions pertaining to male sex work. These questions relate to basic facts about male escorts, their geographic distribution, and the relationship between escort characteristics, sexual behaviors, and prices. Using a unique quantitative data source of male sex workers, the study uncovered a number of facts that should stimulate further research into male sex work and related areas of gender, sexuality, masculinity, ethnicity, and crime. In general, the results suggest that male sex work is markedly different from its female counterpart. It also shows how concepts from ethnographic, qualitative, and theoretical work in social science can be subjected to quantitative empirical approaches, including statistical tests of hypotheses.

The data show that escorts are present in cities with low and high gay concentrations; this result supports work that suggests a significant portion of the male escort clientele is not gay-identified. Personal characteristics, except for those pertaining to body build, are largely not related to male escorts’ prices. Muscular men enjoy a premium in the market, while overweight and thin men face a penalty, which is consistent with hegemonic masculinity and the literature on the body and sexuality. Conformity to hegemonic masculine physical norms is well rewarded in the market.

The premium to being a top is substantial, as is the penalty for being a bottom, again consistent with the theory of hegemonic masculinity. When intersecting these behaviors with ethnicity, it was found that black men are at the extremes—they have the largest premiums for top behavior and the largest penalties for bottom behavior. This is consistent with intersectionality theory in that gay communities prize black men who conform to racialized stereotypes of sexual behavior and penalize those who do not. While the sexually dominant black male is feared in heterosexual communities, he is rewarded handsomely in gay communities.

Given the quantitative results, the ways in which desire intersects with ethnic stereotypes should receive significant attention in future masculinity studies. Theoretically, these results should renew attention on the complex construction of masculinities among gay men, in which counter-hegemonic groups adopt and reiterate hegemonic masculine norms among themselves, explicitly reinforcing hegemonic norms. In particular, further work at the nexus of the construction of masculinity among gay men, hegemonic masculinity, and ethnic inequality would be a fruitful area of research.

Further research on ethnicity, sexuality, and commerce is needed to address issues unexplored here. For instance, due to data limitations, class dimensions inherent in male sex work have remained unexplored. An important question for intersectionality theory in light of the results presented here is how ethnicity and sexual behavior intersect with class masculinities to yield premiums and penalties in this market. Furthermore, causal estimates of male escort behavior on prices, which would be key for policy discussions such as the feasibility of sexual behavior change among male sex workers to minimize disease risk (Connell, 2002) also have not been explored. Implications for men involved in this market—socially, sexually, and health-wise—should certainly be investigated further at greater depth.

Research on male sex work needs to move at an accelerated pace. As the discussion in this chapter shows, there is much to be gained from an integrated, interdisciplinary approach to the subject. Future developments along this line would enhance and extend our understanding of sexuality and gender in general and male sex work in particular, shedding light on important issues in social research and public policy.
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Endnotes

  1  It is acknowledged that some male sex workers provide services to females, and that the focus of this paper is male-on-male sex work.

  2  Editor’s note: The author is using the term “the market” to represent male-on-male escort sex work in the United States. It is acknowledged male sex worker markets are multiple, complex, and diverse both within and between cultures.

  3  These older works include Ginsburg (1967), Hoffman (1972), Boyer (1989), Salamon (1989), McNamara (1994), and Pettiway (1996).

  4  Editor’s note: Reference to “the market” is limited to male-on-male escort sex work in the United States.

  5  Editor’s note: Within the intersecting discourses of sex, gender, and power, heterosexuality holds a privileged position as the norm against which all other forms of sexuality are measured. The heterosexual norm of male and female coupling positions males above females via ideals of masculinity. Drawing on Gramsci’s theory of hegemony, Connell adopts the term “hegemonic masculinity” to render visible the position of men in the gender order in society. She argues that the balancing of coercion and consent between males and females in heterosexual society underpins social relations privileging and advantaging males at the expense of females. Hegemonic masculinity is thus a gender theory rendering visible this privileging of male cultures on the basis of masculinity and the subordination of female cultures. Within gay theories, hegemonic masculinity is understood as the reappropriation of this between genders ideology within genders. That is, the notion of the masculine male dominating and subordinating the feminine female is reproduced between male-on-male relationships with one male performing the masculine subjectivity and the other, the feminine, and thus the masculine male dominates and subordinates the feminine male. For further information regarding these theories, see Gramsci (1971), Bates (1975), Connell (1987, 1992, 1995), and Connell and Messerschmidt (2005).

  6  Editor’s note: Counter-hegemony is understood as the practice of rejecting or attempting to dismantle the concept of hegemony. It is linked to gay theory on the premise that relations within the same gender must by very definition run counter to notions of hegemony, especially hegemonic masculinity. Gay theorists like Connell argue that gay male relationships are not by design counter-hegemonic, as hegemonic masculine practices often underpin male same-sex relations (see note 5 above).

  7  Before providing an overview of male sex work among men who advertise online in the U.S., two caveats should be noted. First, I concentrate on male-on-male escorts as opposed to street workers. Second, I focus on how the market for male-on-male escort sex work functions and the implications one can draw from that knowledge in forming testable hypotheses, such as that posited by intersectionality theory.

  8  In the past, male prostitution also took the form of transvestite sex work, and male brothels were not uncommon (Chauncey, 1994). Dorais (2005) shows that male brothels have survived in other cultures. Friedman (2003) shows that male and transsexual street sex workers do not work in the same locations in postwar U.S.

  9  The social stigma of male prostitution is assumed to be lower than that for female prostitution (West, 1993), but such claims are subject to criticism (Chauncey, 1994; Dorais, 2005; Friedman, 2003). The claim that male prostitutes face less social stigma implicitly conditions on sexual orientation, which itself is stigmatizing.

10  Although most gay-related publications continue to have small sections devoted to male escorts, the size of these sections has decreased. The growth of online escorting has largely eliminated a category of male sex workers—“bar boys”—who would congregate in known “hustler bars” to meet potential clients (Luckenbill, 1986; Parsons, Koken, & Bimbi, 2004).

11  Alternatively, Collins (2004) emphasizes economic factors as central to location considerations.

12  Many escort advertisements state that escorts have specialties in “discretion” and in serving married men.

13  Sociologists such as Hacker (1957) and Weinberg and Williams (1974) noted conflicts within masculinities before the theory of hegemonic masculinity was developed.

14  Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) express doubts about this hybrid; however, they concede that hegemonic masculinity could be informed by and inform gay masculinities.

15  Male escorts’ advertisements commonly note their “ruggedness” or “manliness” and the “refinement” of their “generous gentlemen” clients.

16  In American gay society, men may not only be tops, bottoms, or versatile, but also “versatile tops” and “versatile bottoms.” The meaning of such terms is the distinction between one man who would rarely or never partake in an activity (a top would never perform as a bottom and vice versa), and a man who occasionally partakes in an activity (a versatile top would occasionally bottom and vice versa). These terms are well established in American gay society (Sadownick, 1996).

17  The chosen data source contains more than 1,930 unique advertisements; the next largest competitor contains fewer than 1,500 (see table 5.1). Full description of the data and all statistical code for analysis are available from the author by e-mail request.

18  Data were collected from January 2008 to May 2008. All escorts advertising on site X were included in the sample. Each escort has a page specific to him, and the following information was taken from each: user ID (to protect against double counting); user name; services provided (in order to analyze service pricing); contact information; locality; and personal and physical characteristics (such as age, height, weight, ethnicity, hair color, etc.). The texts of each escort were analyzed for indications of sexual behavior such as “top,” “bottom,” “versatile,” and “safe,” etc. For full details of this data collection process, refer to Logan (2010) or contact the author directly.

19  Advertisements were manually inspected to classify behavior claims in the texts.

20  See Logan and Shah (2009) for more on the role of pictures in the male escort market.

21  “Versatile” escorts often describe themselves as versatile tops or versatile bottoms; this denotes a preference for one activity but a willingness to participate in the other. Versatile tops and versatile bottoms have been coded as “versatile.”

22  Rentboy and Male Escort Review were accessed for this data on January 25, 2009. Escorts could not be identified on Male Escort Review to enable cross-comparison between this website and site X.

23  Economists have noted problems with some of the assumptions underlying the hedonic empirical approach. For example, Rosen (1974) assumes that the market for the good or service in question is perfectly competitive and that the range of products is approximately continuous. Yet many markets are not perfectly competitive, and even fewer have a continuum of goods (which requires a large variety of products of the same type in the market). Rosen also assumes that all product attributes will be observed by market participants; this, too, is not true for some goods, particularly escort services. For these reasons, some object to the hedonic approach and its interpretation (Bartik, 1987; Brown & Rosen, 1982; Epple, 1987). Fortunately, recent advances in applied econometrics show that the hedonic approach used here can uncover implicit prices of characteristics in markets that are not perfectly competitive, where there is not a continuum of goods, and where all product characteristics are not observed (Bajari & Benkard, 2005). In short, one can estimate implicit prices in this market without making the rigid market assumptions that have been problematic in the literature. For more detail about hedonic regression, see the published full version of this paper (Logan, 2010).

In the analysis I have controlled for an escort’s location because price may vary with geography, and also because specific locations may have more or fewer competitors (peers), which can exert an independent effect on prices in a particular market. In order to establish the validity of the prices used, errors, or selection bias within the results has been addressed in the full version paper published in American Sociological Review. The correlation of advertised prices with actual transaction prices is quite high (r = .89) (see Logan & Shah, 2009). Although the vast majority of escorts post prices (more than 85 percent), not all do so. To address this potential selection issue, I estimated probit models where the dependent variable is whether an escort posted a price (see table 3 in the full published version). I found there is no relationship between the information in an escort’s advertisement (e.g., ethnicity or sexual position) and the decision to post prices. Given these results, I am reasonably confident that the price measure is an accurate measure of the prices actually paid in transactions.

24  For comparison purposes, the cities shown in table 5.1 have been included in table 5.3. Also included is the rank and size of the populations of each metropolitan statistical area (MSA), as well as the Gay Concentration Index (GCI) developed by Black and colleagues (Black, Sanders, & Taylor, 2007) to compare the location of escorts with gay male location patterns. The GCI counts the proportion of male same-sex households in a given MSA and divides it by the national average. Cities with GCI values greater than 1 have larger shares of male same-sex households in their MSA than the national average. Given that partnership rates are lower for gay men than for heterosexuals (Carpenter & Gates, 2008), it is likely that the index understates the concentration of gay men in specific urban areas. While one might argue that single self-identified gay men locate in substantially different MSAs than do partnered gay men, this is unlikely because MSAs encompass an entire metropolitan area.

25  This calculation assumes that escorts see 25 clients per month.

26  These results are robust to the inclusion of age-squared and when substituting body mass index (BMI) for height and weight.

27  Because the specification is semi-logarithmic, the percentage change of a dichotomous indicator is approximated by exp(b) – 1, where b is the coefficient in the regression (Halvorsen & Palmquist, 1980).

28  The price differential is calculated as exp(Top)–exp(Bottom).

29  There are caveats to my interpretation of the correlation of safe sex with higher prices in the male escort market. It could be that clients who desire unsafe sex may desire unsafe sex with escorts who are less likely to participate in unsafe sex generally and may reward them for that.

30  See the online supplement (http://asr.sagepub.com/supplemental) for a fuller delineation of the biological hypothesis.

31  See note 28.

_________________

Note: Figures quoted are for the number of escorts by locality for site X and the number of advertisements for Rentboy and Male Escort Review. The last column shows the number of escorts listed on site X also identified on Rentboy. These data indicate that 55 of the 69 escorts advertising on Rentboy were also advertising on site X, thus demonstrating the appropriateness of site X as the primary data source for this study.22
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Despite the expansion of male sex work into suburban and rural spaces, it is not surprising that large cities continue to have high concentrations of male sex workers. These areas also have larger client populations and thus offer an attractive market for male sex workers’ services. These urban spaces are relatively cosmopolitan and thus are often considered more open and tolerant of sexual diversity. The urban client base is not necessarily gay identified, and male sex work can thrive in locations that do not have large gay populations.

With the greater number of escorts in the large cities, we also find greater diversity of race, age, and body build, and a broader menu of sexual services offered. However, the client does not have to live in a large city to access these services. More affluent clients can travel to where the desired sex worker is located or transport the worker to them. The Internet clearly has significantly increased the reach of male sex workers and their potential clients, so that geographic distribution refers not only to a physical space but to the virtual environment. This means that sexual interactions can occur almost anywhere, any time.

Women hiring male escorts is also becoming fashionable in some Western and affluent societies. What motivates women to hire male escorts? Are their reasons similar to men’s? Unfortunately, we have little information about the female clients of male escorts. Gaining such information is vital if we are to fully understand why people use escorts, what this service means to them, and how—through the experiences and perspective of clients—the male sex industry can become more responsible, professional, and responsive. The lack of understanding of clients, both female and male, is a big gap in the research literature. Researchers need to determine what research methods are best suited for this population, such as online surveys, and to develop a relevant research agenda for the study of male sex workers’ female and male clients.
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A sex work client can be defined as someone who pays for a service that includes some form of sexual activity. The clients of male sex workers (MSWs) can be male, female, or transgender, members of any ethnic or cultural group, any age, HIV negative or positive, and able-bodied or disabled. However, the clients of both male and female sex workers (FSWs) are overwhelmingly men. While there is much less literature available on the clients of sex workers than on sex workers themselves (Vanwesenbeeck, 2013), what research does exist is diverse, complex, and often contradictory, which can be attributed to the wide range of legal, health, and social problems associated with the sex work industry.

As Serughetti (2013) points out, there have been many (mainly derogatory) words created to describe FSWs, but far fewer to describe their clients, although slang words like “john” or “punter” have currency in some English-speaking countries. This asymmetry is a product of modern research and discussion that have tended to cast sex workers as deviants or victims but largely ignored their clients, who remain a mysterious and elusive population. Although such generalizations may be true of the clients of FSWs, it is less applicable to the clients of MSWs. While specific slang has not evolved to describe the clients of MSWs, this group has typically been labeled with the negative descriptors used to describe men who have sex with men. Buying sex is a stigmatized activity, and the clients of MSWs often face additional stigma associated with homosexuality.

The fact that the clients of MSWs are typified as gay or homosexual is significant, as it reflects the importance of sexuality in the public’s perception of and reaction to this population. Furthermore, the focus on sexuality has resulted in a high level of interest in these clients, who have been constructed largely as a deviant or socially problematic population. In recent years, however, changing conceptions of sexuality have resulted in some normalization of the clients of MSWs. Meanwhile, increasing public scrutiny of the clients of FSWs continues to present them as a deviant population needing corrective action, despite the apparent conformity among this group with many traditional masculine norms.

This chapter explores various issues relevant to the clients of MSWs and, by extension, of FSWs, including changing concepts of gender, masculinity, and social perception. To fully grasp the social, legal, theoretical, and medical paradigms that influence MSWs’ clients, it is also important to know something of how the clients of FSWs have been represented through public discourse and the available research. As one study of clients of MSWs observed, “Although a not completely analogous comparison, one might examine the larger body of published research on men hiring female sex workers to better understand the characteristics of men hiring [male sex workers]” (Grov, Wolff, Smith, Koken, & Parsons, 2013, p. 4).

Extent of the Client Population

Generally, the clients of sex workers were invisible in public discourse prior to the mid-20th century. Public reactions to the sex industry were focused on FSWs, especially those based on the street, which is perhaps a reflection of social discomfort with displays of feminine sexuality in public spaces. Accordingly, FSWs were subject to what was referred to by feminists as the double standard—that is, critical attention was directed to the supply of sex work but not the demand. In one of the first social science accounts of sex work clients, Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin (1948) found that 60 percent of men in the United States had purchased sex and 15-20 percent did so on a regular basis. Kinsey and colleagues also observed that the practice of buying sex declined as men aged or increased their education. More recent research suggests that these percentages have decreased (Serughetti, 2013).

International research into FSWs suggests that 15-20 percent of men in the U.S. have bought sexual services from a woman (Shively et al., 2008; Weitzer, 2000), 16 percent of men in Australia have done so (Rissel, Richters, Grulich, de Visser, & Smith, 2003), as have 4-25 percent of men in the UK (Brooks-Gordon, 2006). In developing regions, such as parts of Latin America, Asia, and Africa, it is estimated that 10 percent of men pay for sex every year and that 9-10 percent of men globally have paid for sex at some point in their lives (Carael, Slaymaker, Lyerla, & Sarkar, 2006).

Properly describing MSWs’ clients is hindered by the legal and social status of sex work. The stigma associated not only with paying for sex but with homosexuality challenges efforts to examine the full extent of this population. In Australia, where sex work is largely decriminalized, among a random sample of over 10,000 men it was suggested that 16 percent had hired a sex worker at some point in their lives, 3 percent of which involved an MSW (Rissel et al., 2003). While it has been estimated that MSWs account for approximately 10 percent of the sex worker population globally (Weitzer, 2005), no similar estimate is available for their clients. There is, however, some indication that hiring an MSW may be more common among men who have sex with men than in other populations. A community-based survey of sexually active nonmonogamous gay, bisexual, and other men who have sex with men in New York City found that nearly 43 percent of participants had paid for sex, been paid for sex, or both (Koken, Parsons, Severino, & Bimbi, 2005). Among samples of gay and bisexual Australian men gathered in Sydney and Melbourne in 2012, 3 percent reported engaging the services of a sex worker in the previous year (Hull et al., 2012; Lee et al., 2012). Commercial sex transactions appear to play varying roles in the sexual landscape of communities of gay men in different parts of the world.

Client Characteristics

The rise and evolution of feminism may be credited with shifting the focus away from sex workers and toward their clients, although the recent attention given to health-related aspects of sex work (particularly relevant to HIV and other sexually transmitted infections [STIs]) has also contributed. A major aspect of this shift has been to define and label those who hire MSWs, but almost exclusively the male clients of sex workers; their female clients remain a particularly elusive population in the literature, a fact we touch on later in this chapter. Much of the existing work on male clients portrays them negatively, which is possibly because much of the research on clients has relied on data obtained from sex workers themselves, or because many studies have focused on men arrested for street solicitation (“curb crawling”) and ignored the many other ways clients connect with sex workers (Brooks-Gordon, 2006; Weitzer, 2005).

Historically, it was in the 1950s postwar period that the notion emerged of clients or johns as socially problematic and deviant. In the U.S., the early work of Kinsey and colleagues (1948) highlighted the deviant nature of clients by setting them apart from an imagined mainstream middle class. Since then, clients have largely been portrayed as physically repulsive, alienated, and antisocial. Furthermore, Earle and Sharpe (2008) argue that paying for sex may damage self-esteem, especially as it may be seen as counter to notions of hegemonic masculinity because it suggests weakness or a dependence on sexual and emotional support and attention (Joseph & Black, 2012). There is a definite preoccupation with classifying MSWs and their clients within particular gendered norms, with clients often characterized as effeminate (Scott, 2003), while MSW stereotypes evoke notions of the masculine hustler (Benjamin & Masters, 1964).

In the postwar period, male prostitution was increasingly understood as socially problematic. During this time it was not unusual to find MSWs portrayed as “casual” or “situational” perverts, while their clients, in contrast, were presented as dangerous homosexuals. This understanding of MSWs strengthened the view of male prostitution as exploitative and reinforced the emerging characterization of MSWs as victims. This view, which at the time was prevalent within the criminological and medical discourse of homosexuality, argued that male prostitution was the outcome of queer seduction (see Weeks, 1985, 1992; Wotherspoon, 1991). Jersild (1956) commented at the time on the clients of MSWs as “unhappy people … walking the streets by day or night … [looking for] a partner who can satisfy their very strong sexual urge” (p. 67). These historical narratives of male prostitution are laden with specific understandings of homosexuality, which cast the clients of MSWs in a predatory light and condemned these lust-based relationships.

The relationship between an MSW and his client is typically represented as dysfunctional. Ginsburg (1967) and Caukins and Coombs (1976) referred to this relationship as mutually dependent and often transgressing into antagonism and hostility because of the stigma both parties experience. In this early research, there was little room to suggest that satisfaction or reciprocity was involved. With the advent of the gay liberation movement and a shifting understanding of masculinity, researchers began to present MSWs not as the victims of homosexuals but of heterosexism. Kaye (2004) has reported that during the 1970s an increasing number of gay-identified men purchased sex from other gay-identified men. During the 1980s and 1990s, research began to suggest that, while many clients of MSWs were married or had female partners, the majority identified as gay (Bloor, McKeganey, & Barnard, 1990). A new understanding of the MSW encounter emerging in the research reevaluated MSWs and their clients in a more positive light. Salamon (1989), for example, noted that some negative portrayals of clients were part of a strategy by MSWs to negotiate their own perceived deviant status. During the 1990s, research increasingly highlighted the diversity of MSW clients in terms of background, motivation, sexuality, and experience (Goodley, 1995).

Today, the men engaging the services of MSWs are understood to be a diverse group, as are the clients of FSWs. In fact, some research has found little difference in the demographic or sexual history of the clients of male prostitutes and their nonpurchasing peers, except that some male clients are slightly older and better educated (Pitts et al., 2004). Other research has found that clients of MSWs are usually middle class and from 20 to 60 years old (Minichiello et al., 1999), but their age tends to vary globally. Research in the U.S., for example, suggests that younger men are more likely to engage MSWs (Brewer, Muth, & Potterat, 2008), while research from Australia (Coughlan, Mind, & Estcourt, 2001) and Spain (Belza et al., 2008) reports the opposite. A recent survey of an online MSW client community characterized the average client as white, middle-aged, single, HIV-negative, middle class, and gay-identified (Grov et al., 2013). The survey also reported that around 40 percent of the sample was presently or had previously been in a relationship with a woman, and approximately 25 percent identified as straight or bisexual.

Our understanding of the diversity of this population continues to expand, particularly in light of new avenues for sex work through the Internet and mobile technologies. The Internet enables people previously restricted from sex work geographically or demographically to meet and engage with MSWs (Logan, 2010). Agresti (2007) suggests that clients of Internet-based male escorts tend to be of higher socio-economic status and have a lower incidence of drug use or dependence than clients who meet MSWs on the street or in bars.

The Internet also provides new ways for researchers to explore the characteristics of MSWs’ clients. Through our own review of nearly 800 online client profiles posted on the website Daddy’s M4M Reviews (www.daddysreviews.com/cruise) by men in the U.S., including California specifically, the UK, and Australia, a fascinating picture of client demographics emerges.

Reviews were sampled over four weeks during July/August 2013 and any recent post was included (i.e., posted no earlier than 2010). Table 6.1 details the self-descriptions clients posted online; it is notable that only a tiny minority (2 percent) provided no self-description. The remaining profiles contained at least one self-descriptive comment, and most described their authors in multiple ways. We organized the profile descriptions under four thematic headings: demographics, personality body type and physicality, and sexual/partner interests. Demographically, over one-quarter of the profiles sampled referred to their employment using language like “businessman,” “professional,” or “tradie” (slang for tradesperson), and 16 profiles (2 percent) were posted by retired men. Several profiles self-reported their age, ranging collectively from 20 years old to over 70, but most posts came from those in the 40-59 age range (n = 413, 51 percent). A few profiles referenced sexuality (n = 65, 8 percent), but only one (< 1 percent) discussed HIV status. A small number of profiles also offered descriptions relating to personality, such as “shy” or “discreet” (n = 16, 2 percent) and “intelligent” or “educated” (n = 8, 1 percent). References to body type and physicality were quite common, with men presenting themselves as “fit,” “athletic,” and/or “muscular” (n = 115, 14 percent), overweight or “chubby” (n = 98, 12 percent), or with average/normal body type (n = 45, 6 percent). Several men also described their sexual interests, such as sexual position.

The range of research presented here highlights the challenge of generalizing the reported demographic and behavioral factors associated with paying for sex. As noted, it may be that the clients of MSWs and FSWs are not much different from the general population of men (Monto & McRee, 2005; Pitts et al., 2004).

TABLE 6.1

Self-Description in Online Client Profile










	 
	na
	%b



	No self-description
	18
	2



	 



	DEMOGRAPHICS



	[image: image] Professional/businessman/tradie
	208
	26



	[image: image] Bisexual/married/divorced
	65
	8



	[image: image] Traveler
	58
	7



	[image: image] Race
	46
	6



	[image: image] Gay guy
	24
	3



	[image: image] Retired
	16
	2



	[image: image] Single
	11
	1



	[image: image] HIV-positive
	1
	<1



	 



	PERSONALITY



	[image: image] Shy/discreet
	16
	2



	[image: image] Intelligent/educated
	8
	1



	 



	BODY TYPE AND PHYSICALITY



	[image: image] Fit/athletic/muscular
	115
	14



	[image: image] Overweight/chubby
	98
	12



	[image: image] Average/normal
	45
	6



	[image: image] Handsome
	39
	5



	[image: image] Bald/short
	5
	1



	 



	SEXUAL AND PARTNER INTERESTS



	[image: image] Likes kinky, “pig,” fetish sex/is horny
	121
	15



	[image: image] Likes young guys/men
	92
	12



	[image: image] Bottom/passive
	82
	10



	[image: image] Top
	20
	3



	[image: image] “Sugar daddy”/older generous man
	19
	2


a Some men used multiple descriptions in one profile.

b Proportions were calculated based on total sample size (N = 799).

Client Motivation

The available research on sex work clients reveals a strong interest in what motivates individuals to purchase sex. Early research in this area suggested that men sought out sex workers to satisfy “perverse” or illegal sexual practices, such as oral sex (Kinsey et al., 1948). Sixty years later, Wilcox and Christmann (2008) undertook a global review of research on client motivation and produced a more diverse list of reasons. Sexual variation, sexual gratification, dissatisfaction with existing relationships, risk-taking, loneliness, psychological and/or physiological incapacity, and a desire to exercise control over the sexual experience were all listed in that review. Sanders (2008) constructed a typology of clients that included a range of motivations, among them exploration, control, and compulsion. Despite the diverse motivations presented in the research, the purchase of sex remains linked to a common perception that clients are incapable of forming “real” sexual or romantic connections (Caldwell, 2011). Drawn from across the available research, motivations can be organized as follows.

Seeking Power

Some research has pointed to the oppressive aspect of sex work as a motivating factor for some clients of FSWs (Vanwesenbeeck, de Graaf, Van Zessen, & Straver, 1993). In one study that compared those who had not paid for sex to the clients of FSWs, the clients tended to have higher rates of criminal activity, lower levels of empathy toward sex workers, and an increased likelihood of committing rape (Farley et al., 2011). Men in that sample also repeatedly expressed enjoyment over the power dynamics of the FSW-client relationship, partly due to the potential to objectify women. Another study reported that, when compared to infrequent or onetime clients, men who regularly hired FSWs tended to more readily accept beliefs that supported or justified sexual violence against women (Monto & Hotaling, 2001). A desire for power among the clients of MSWs may be linked to the negotiation of condom use and anal sex. Although some research has found that only a minority of men request barebacking (i.e., condomless sex) from MSWs (Mariño, Minichiello, & Disogra, 2004; Minichiello et al., 1999), such requests appear to have risen over the past decade (Bimbi & Parsons, 2005; Parsons, Koken, & Bimbi, 2007). Given that bareback sex has been discussed in relation to power dynamics, objectification, and masculinity (Minichiello, Harvey, & Mariño, 2008; Ridge, 2004), clients who request this may be expressing a desire to exert power over a sex worker or, conversely, to have the sex worker exert power over them. The significance of this connection is highlighted by a study that found client violence against MSWs was often linked to disagreements over barebacking (Jamel, 2011).

Seeking Intimacy

A search for intimacy has been found to be a motivating factor behind men’s purchase of sex, with up to one-third of the clients of FSWs seeking an emotional connection (Milrod & Weitzer, 2012). In contrast to clients interested in the oppressive aspects of sex work, Sanders (2008) found that many clients are respectful of sex workers and seek an emotional connection with them. Furthermore, clients posting online often reported that giving pleasure was as important as receiving it, particularly in the context of masculine identities (Earle & Sharp, 2007). This finding is echoed in other research, which notes that some aspects of traditional courtship occur between FSWs and their clients (Earle & Sharp, 2008). An interest in intimacy, sometimes referred to as a girlfriend/boyfriend experience, seems to hold a particular spot in sex work culture and highlights the potential for transactions to include an emotional element (Earle & Sharp, 2008; Weitzer, 2009). A review of Internet-based advertisements for escorts in the U.S. suggests that the offer of a girlfriend experience is more common than offers for specialized sexual practices, such as S&M or anal sex (Pruitt & Krull, 2010), which might reflect a relatively high demand for this service. Research specific to the clients of MSWs also found that intimacy, companionship, and a desire for emotional support are motivating factors for the purchase of sex (Harriman, Johnston, & Kenny, 2007; Minichiello et al., 2000; Smith & Seal, 2008).

Seeking Sensation

Finally, some men may pay for sex to get more sexual variety than they find in their existing sexual relationships (Della Guista, Di Tommaso, Shima, & Strøm, 2009; Xantidis & McCabe, 2000). It also has been suggested that some men engage an FSW to satisfy sexual interests they feel are not being met (Watson & Vidal, 2011), and that men who engage the services of MSWs may also be seeking to fulfill unmet sexual interests (Harriman et al., 2007).

Motivation, Sex, and Self-Identity: A Client Case Study

The research in the previous sections highlights the diversity of clients in terms of their characteristics and their motivations for engaging sex workers. We are currently conducting an interview-based research study of these themes, which aims to collect qualitative data on MSW clients that will allow us to understand more fully how such men give meaning to the potential contradictions paying for sex with a man may create for masculinity. Clients are recruited for the study through a dedicated website (www.talkaboutmalesexwork.com), where we collect prescreening information and arrange an anonymous telephone interview. One early finding from this research is that clients do not represent a cohesive or connected community and it is often only the identity of “client” that connects them in any way. Here we consider an interview with a client we call Client X as a case study of the different needs and perspectives associated with “being a man.” This particular client presents many challenges to the notions of masculine sex and a male perspective.

Client X has some common demographic characteristics described earlier in this chapter. At the time of the interview, he was in his late forties, a highly successful businessman who traveled far and frequently and enjoyed an affluent lifestyle. He had been married to a woman and had two children. Most striking about the interview with Client X was the importance he placed on sex and sexuality in relation to his self-identity. In response to the question, “How important is sex to you?” he replied without hesitation:


Very important. It defines who I am. Think about it a lot, it is what makes me content and it makes me feel, through sex, that I have discovered who I am. I discovered a side of my personality that I did not know existed. And I discovered that I love to be dominated sexually by another man. For a long time I was in relationships with women and had what I would call “traditional sex,” but somehow with time this stopped working for me. I started to have fantasies about sex with men.



Client X reported locating escorts online and highlighted the opportunity MSW websites provide to research escorts and find a good sexual match. For Client X, this process involved a detailed screening process he had developed and refined over a long period of time, including while married:


The escort websites I have found are a good way to find male escorts because there is quite a lot of information about the escorts … The website usually has a description of the guy and relevant information like age, are they a top, bottom, their body weight, how big they are like large, extra-large penis, and what they will do sexually, as well as providing details of themselves and things like that … I never go for bottoms because I like tops and dominant guys. I screen them by statements that indicate whether they are totally tops, that they are looking for a bottom guy, usually they will use words that turns me on, like looking for a slut, things like that. They also indicate if they have raw or bareback sex and I never go for barebackers, but I go for those guys who don’t say anything because that means they negotiate. This creates excitement and some element of game playing. So I use these website services to search for the type of escort that will turn me on, like characteristics that describe a very masculine person. I call them and try to confirm that my impressions of the person being masculine is correct, usually by the voice and manner of the person. I usually tell them up front that I am a bottom and I am looking for a guy to be very masculine and dominant with me.



Client X described himself as liking “whore sex.” It appears that over time he has come to understand what this means for him sexually and how to reconcile it with his previous notions of male sexuality. Interestingly, he cites pornography as critical in helping him form a new definition of his sexuality:


When I watch straight porn I look at the girls who are whores and just love what they are doing, and it got me thinking about sex from a different perspective, from the perspective of whores, and I like that.

Interviewer: Can you explain to me what you mean about a different perspective of sex?

I don’t know, it just presses all the right buttons for me. I don’t think it is easy to be a whore in our society and through watching porn and being with male escorts, who really know how to interact with someone who enjoys whore sex, it has allowed me to explore my sexuality, better understand what I like sexually, and to redefine what can be included as part of the sex menu for a male. This is not easy to discover because we have prescribed sex behaviors for men, particularly the straight guy. I really like being sexually true to myself, in my skin so to speak.



Client X appears to have developed a new vocabulary over time with which to describe his sexuality and sexual interests:


Strange, it is ok for guys to love pussy, but use the same language about cocks and the reaction is very different. I think this is changing as we acknowledge more diverse sexual experiences, and not only from the pleasure of the straight man. It is liberating!



During the interview, the notion of barebacking came up several times, which Client X reported discussing with escorts. Past research has suggested a connection between bareback sex and the desire for intimacy and trust (Carballo-Diéguez et al., 2011), along with a strong association between masculinity and power (Minichiello et al., 2008; Ridge, 2004). Client X provides a connection between a specific form of sexual gratification that involves developing trust over time and a sexual definition of the unwrapped penis:


Interviewer: Have you had bareback sex and if so, how did this happen?

For a long time no, but then I meet this escort, like I said I never go for an escort that openly says he will have bareback sex. So I need to feel for the situation and negotiate it with the other person. But I meet this guy, seen him over time, so I knew he was safe, he was healthy, and we spoke about it over some time. And then one time we did it. I liked it because he was in total control.

Interviewer: What do you mean?

Well, there is something very sexy about it. So if he tells me to have bareback sex I will do it. I could not have had bareback sex with this guy on my own. It required him saying yes as well. He must have made a decision and assessment as well that it was ok … It worked out, but over time I think he gets high on fucking sluts, including girl sluts and barebacking. And that has turned me on. He seems to have lots of girlfriends, and so if I am a true whore I need to so the same with him. It moves sex to a more sexy level and more intimate. It was a sign of trust as well.



Through the experience of Client X, we gain new insight into the evolution of an individual’s sexuality over time. We learn that the evolution and the associated sexual rewards may require the client to adopt a new vocabulary and experiment with various sexual practices, sexual images, and partners. Paraphrasing Client X, there is now a much “greater acceptance and acknowledgment” of same-sex relationships as legitimate experiences, which enables more individuals to pursue them.

Female Clients of MSWs

As noted above, the female clients of MSWs are nearly invisible in the existing literature. However, various journalists have referenced this population, citing women’s financial independence, time demands, and busy work schedules as among the reasons more women are now willing to pay for sex with MSWs (Barbes, 2009; Chang, Thompson, & Harold, 2012; White, 2012). Moreover, several interesting trends are occurring in the broader popular culture. Terms like “cougar” (i.e., an older woman who seeks out younger men) have been linked to female liberation in the postfeminist era, with one study finding that an increasing number of women are now in an intimate relationship with men younger than themselves (Proulx, Caron, & Logue, 2006). There is also growing recognition that women watch pornography; it has been suggested that nearly a third of visitors to pornographic websites are women (see wsr.byu.edu/pornographystats).

The desire for sexual intimacy and enjoyment are no longer constructed in contemporary research, media, and popular culture as solely the purview of men. Although the power, control, and wealth that feeds an industry of women who prostitute their body and companionship have previously been largely ascribed to men, there is now evidence of a similar (and growing) demand for the male body among women who can afford to pay for their services. Thus, it is not surprising that the number of MSWs who cater to women appears to be growing; it even was noted in a recruitment advertisement for an MSW website:


More men are needed! This is an industry that is begging for more men. Male escorts have been around for a number of years now. But only in recent times has it become more accepted for women to call upon the services of a male escort. In fact, demand has more certainly out-stripped supply.



An online search easily locates a number of escort agencies that specifically provide MSWs for female clients. As Laurie Laird boldly claimed in a 2011 article in the British edition of Gentlemen’s Quarterly, “More men than ever are offering their company and additional services to cash-rich, time-poor women looking for the frisson of uncomplicated hook-ups.”

Guides are now available on how to succeed as an MSW, as are businesses that help male escorts set up their websites. One sales pitch reads, “The most important investment that you will make as a gay or straight male escort is your website, this is where your clients will find you, and this is the first impressions that they will get of you which will lead to paying clients” (websiteparlour.com).

As with male clients, there is some interest in the motivations behind women’s engagement with sex workers. Testimony from female clients suggests that their reasons are similar to those of their male counterparts: freedom to hire a sex worker, lifestyle choice, and fulfilment of personal and sexual needs. The following excerpts from online posts by female clients of MSWs highlight some aspects of their experience and motivation:


For few years now I haven’t had any time for relationships. I’m a workaholic, I love my career and my job and I don’t really have or want a serious relationship for now with all the hassle and baggage that comes with it. I needed sex, I wanted sex and nothing more, no strings attached. But not that type of Saturday night sex, when you go out with your best girlfriends, get drunk, and come home with a random guy that you have just meet few hours before. I wanted someone good, someone great, someone that knows women in and out. I wanted to feel that it was all about me and about my pleasure. (“Kathy M,” mymalecompanion.com.au)

Make no mistake, Anthony’s very good at his job and that job is making a woman feel wonderful. Any chemistry experienced in those moments is genuine, but I don’t think he would be doing his job well if you weren’t left wanting more. He’s extremely easy on the eye and you feel comfortable with him immediately, but that all comes with a price tag. Granted, a couple of hours was no more expensive than a good pair of Louboutins, but I tend to favor paid experiences over tangible things—so it worked for me. (“Farlene,” thegloss.com)



Such posts represent some of the only available data on the unique perspectives and experiences of the female clients of MSWs. This gap points to an urgent need for research on issues relevant to this population, which not only would give voice to a largely mysterious group of people, but comparisons with the narratives of other client groups could reveal a great deal about gender, sexuality, and the changing power and sexual relationships between men and women.

Sex Work Clients as a Social Problem

Crime

Some research has linked male sex work, particularly the street-based aspects, to drug use and violence (Hubbard, 1999; Minichiello et al., 1999). By some accounts, drug use among the clients of MSWs is actually quite low (Mariño et al., 2004)—so low, in fact, that some research suggests that it is lower among clients than in the general population (Koken, Bimbi, Parsons, & Halkitis, 2004). Both MSWs and their clients, however, are at risk for personal violence, including rape, robbery, police harassment, and, most commonly, sexual assault (Liguori & Aggleton, 1999; West & de Villiers, 1993). Much of this violence can be attributed to homophobia, which explains why the clients of MSWs are at risk for the same types of violence as the sex workers themselves (Jamel, 2011; Scott et al., 2005). As Scott (2003) points out, the deviant status of the client and the MSW positions both as a threat to the social order. It is extremely rare, however, for (non-street-based) MSWs to report clientperpetrated violence (Gaffney, 2007).

Public Health

Public health concerns, driven partly by fear of HIV, have increased the attention paid to the clients of MSWs. Some of the current research is contradictory. For example, one study reported higher rates of condom use among men who bought sex than among those who did not (Coughlan et al., 2001), while another found a lower likelihood of condom use among MSWs’ clients (Decker, Raj, Gupta, & Silverman, 2008). Others have suggested that rates of condom use are similar to or higher among MSWs and their clients than among the general population of men who have sex with men (Bimbi & Parsons, 2005; Estcourt et al., 2000; Grov et al., 2013). There is some consensus, however, that men who pay for sex have more sexual partners on average than men who do not, which would increase their risk of HIV transmission and STIs (Coughlan et al., 2001; Decker et al., 2008; Ward et al., 2005). In the United States, one study found markedly higher rates of syphilis and HIV among MSWs and their clients than among FSWs and their clients (Elifson, Boles, Darrow, & Sterk, 1999). MSWs and their clients undoubtedly remain a population of interest for those concerned with public health, including STIs and HIV.

Theorizing the Client

When reviewing the literature on the clients of MSWs, we must consider the underlying paradigms that influence this work. Although many theorists of female sex work, who often employ feminist arguments, have constructed it as an expression of male domination and gender violence, the same-sex nature of male sex work has made it difficult to conceptualize in social, economic, and gender theories of prostitution (Bernstein, 2005; Edlund & Korn, 2002; Marlowe, 1997). Commenting on this challenge, Weitzer (2009) discusses three typical ways that male and female sex work have been approached theoretically: (1) as oppressive, with exploitation, subjugation, and violence as intrinsic aspects; (2) as empowering, with human agency and the potential for gain for both parties; and (3) as somewhere between the two, an acknowledgment that sex work holds the potential for “a constellation of occupational arrangements, power relations and worker experiences” (p. 215).

Regulation and Criminalization

As Serughetti (2013) points out, the focus on the most degrading and coercive aspects of sex work, including the construction of clients as violent and dangerous, has played a major part in its stigmatization. In the last part of the 20th century, the most negative characterizations of clients shifted interest away from sex workers and toward their (male) clients. This shift fostered not only more research on clients but also a trend in many parts of the world toward criminalizing those who purchase sex. Clients have been blamed for the proliferation of the sex market and thus for the oppression of the workers in that market. This association of blame explains why some countries, among them Sweden, Northern Ireland, Norway, and England, have legalized the selling of sex but made its purchase illegal. In some large U.S. cities, clients have become the target of police crackdowns, and the shifting bounds of criminalization in some parts of the world now include programs aimed at decreasing sex work re-offense, which were originally called “john schools.” The first john school was started in San Francisco in 1995 and has since been renamed the First Offender Prostitution Program. This program has helped to reduce the number of clients arrested for re-offending (Shively et al., 2008), but a study of the program found that while re-offense rates did drop among clients who participated in the program, a similar drop was observed among men who did not attend (Monto & Garcia, 2001). Programs based on the john school model have been introduced in Canada, South Korea, the UK, and elsewhere in the U.S., but as Cook (2013) points out, they are almost exclusively aimed at the male clients of street-based FSWs. Nevertheless, they represent part of the regulatory shift toward the clients of sex workers.

Normalization and the Internet

Among FSWs and MSWs alike, there appears to be a significant decrease in the number of street sex workers and an increase in those who use the Internet to advertise their services and engage clients (Gaffney, 2003). While the online context does not completely negate the risks associated with sex work, given the strong connection between street sex work and violence, it does show some promise of improving the working conditions for sex workers and the safety of their clients.

The Internet has brought the previously deviant and largely solitary behavior of clients into a public forum (Holt & Blevins, 2007). Online forums enable clients to discuss hiring sex workers, which, it has been pointed out, may also enable law enforcement to monitor sex work (Holt & Blevins, 2007; Soothill & Saunders, 2005). As noted earlier, MSWs’ online profiles can give clients insight into their characteristics and motivations. It also provides a venue for sex-worker reviews, which are often quite detailed and address a variety of issues, such as safety, performance, and cleanliness (Holt & Blevins, 2007). In table 6.2 we have compiled some characteristics found in reviews posted online by MSW clients, which are taken from the sample noted earlier in this chapter.

Clients often review sex workers’ physicality and the sexual experience, and, to a lesser extent, personality and penis size. Our review also found that a central aspect of these posts is to describe client satisfaction with the MSW experience. The vast majority posted about positive experiences.

Conclusions, Contrasts, Comparisons

This review describes the ways past research has approached concepts related to the clients of sex workers. Historically, the conceptualization of clients and, to some extent, sex workers has differed greatly between MSWs and FSWs. It is hard to make demographic comparisons between client groups, as the available research generally fails to agree on what makes a “typical” client, other than an increasing recognition of the diverse characteristics of those who purchase sex. Motivations for purchasing sex among the clients of MSWs and FSWs may be similarly diverse but comparable. Thus, while broad descriptive and motivation categories may be useful, attempts to neatly define demographic or behavioral profiles seem to be limited. It does appear that a lot can be gained, however, from engaging directly with clients, which may address gaps not only in our understanding of sex work and clients but also, more broadly, in our notions of masculinity and gender.

TABLE 6.2

Attributes of Escorts and Sex Described by Clients (N = 799)



	REVIEW INCLUDED
	n
	%



	 



	BODY OF ESCORT OR DETAILS OF SEX



	[image: image] Yes
	556
	70



	[image: image] No
	243
	30



	 



	PERSONALITY OF ESCORT



	[image: image] Yes
	266
	33



	[image: image] No
	533
	67



	 



	PENIS SIZE OF ESCORT



	[image: image] Yes
	215
	28



	[image: image] No
	564
	72



	 



	BOYFRIEND EXPERIENCE



	[image: image] Yes
	73
	9



	[image: image] No
	726
	91



	 



	CONDOMS USED



	[image: image] Yes
	50
	6



	[image: image] No
	749
	94




Historical intolerance of homosexuality has been influential in the construction of MSWs and their clients. Only through a recognition of the earlier legal and pathological paradigms associated with homosexuality can we truly unpack the historical position of MSWs and their clients, which is markedly different from the position of FSWs and their clients. Recent shifts in gendered discourse hints at major changes in the face of male sex work, and future research will be enriched by attempting to capture the new contexts from which clients are emerging. Two broad understandings of sex work clients already have emerged—one that views sex work as an expression of male power and hegemonic masculinity, and another that views it as a product of more diverse and even fragile forms of masculine expression—which does not discount the possibility that such experiences may be socially positive.
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As Thomas Crofts shows in this chapter, the regulation of male sex work has been closely bound up with changing conceptions of gender and sexuality. In this respect, male sex work is not dissimilar to female sex work. However, the reasons for regulating male sex work and the targets of regulation have been quite distinct. As we show in chapter 6 (“Clients of Male Sex Workers”), the client often has been associated with intergenerational sex between youth and older men, and homosexuality. However, there has been a recent shift in the regulation of sex work, resulting in its decriminalization in some jurisdictions. This weakening of controls and policing coincides with more liberal attitudes toward same-sex relations. Whereas there has been considerable debate over the regulation of female sex work, such debates are largely absent with regard to male sex work. Does this mean that power and control are less important in our understanding of male sex work? While there is a strong indication that many male sex workers enjoy what they do and that a career in male sex work should not be considered much different from other careers, there is also evidence that some male sex workers are vulnerable to exploitation and that there is great social diversity in the industry in terms of status and reward.

The decriminalization of sex work has placed more demands on sex workers. As the male sex industry is decriminalized and regulated by occupational controls such as income tax reporting, we have seen not only the professionalization of services provided by sex workers but also states dictating protocols and expectations for service delivery. At an informal level, there are high expectations that sex workers will provide quality services and interact with the public in a professional manner. At a formal level, decriminalization may in time require sex workers to be certified to meet health and workplace safety requirements. Technology also has made male sex work at once more visible and more open to informal and formal controls—for example, a sex worker who offers poor services can be shut down in a matter of a few hours through bad reviews. In this way, the market itself plays a greater role in regulating opportunities for male sex workers.
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The issue of how to regulate the sex industry most effectively has been much debated throughout history and across jurisdictions. The one constant in this discourse has been a focus on regulating female sex work, while the issue of male sex work has been largely neglected. When men are viewed in connection with sex work, it tends to relate to their status as clients of female sex workers (FSWs). Although male sex work is receiving increased attention in the social sciences, it is clear that broader policy shifts in recent years, which increasingly view FSWs as victims and male clients as exploiters of women (Whowell & Gaffney, 2009), largely bypass male sex workers (MSWs). This chapter first explores why male sex work has received relatively little attention in the legal, academic, and policy literature and been largely overlooked by sex work regulation. Second, it demonstrates how the connection between the conceptualization of male homosexuality and male sex work has had an impact on the regulation of male sex work. Finally, it discusses some of the forms and spaces of male sex work and examines how they are shaped by regulation. While the themes identified in this chapter will resonate in other jurisdictions, the focus here is primarily on the legal situation in Australia and the United Kingdom.

Why Has Male Sex Work Received So Little Attention?

Much of the discourse around male sex work (and female sex work) is, as Whowell and Gaffney (2009) comment, “historically, politically, legally specific and shaped by other social contexts such as knowledge producing systems—including academic research” (p. 103). However, comparatively little academic, social, or policy attention has traditionally been paid to male sex work. This scarcity of academic research can be attributed to a range of factors, including the combination of two marginalities (homosexuality and sex work), a lack of funding, the difficulty of studying clandestine communities, the difficulty of finding a compelling theoretical framework on which to base research into male sex work, and the perception among some scholars that the topic is sensationalist and that research would only serve to conceal social activism or some other agenda (see Browne & Minichiello, 1996; Davies & Feldman, 1997; Morrison & Whitehead, 2007). When research has been conducted on the practice of male sex work, it has tended to focus on street-based work that examines “sexual health, life histories and methods of entry into the sex industry” (Whowell & Gaffney, 2009, p. 99), largely disregarding other forms of sex work and how the law regulates and influences these forms and spaces.

Indeed, while male sex work for male clients (i.e., homosexual sex work) has received little attention, it should be noted that male sex work for female clients (i.e., heterosexual sex work) has been even more marginalized in academic and policy terms (Browne & Minichiello, 1996; Lee-Gonyea, Castle, & Gonyea, 2009). This is largely because it does not accord with traditional views about female sexuality and women’s position in society (Wiltfang, 1985, pp. 24-30), and because of this it generally has been perceived as not very common or problematic. Male sex work for female clients also takes place primarily through private arrangements rather than in public spaces, and therefore is much less visible and considered less of a nuisance or social concern, which allows it to be largely bypassed by laws framing sex work.

Male-to-male sex work has not been regarded as a distinct regulatory issue because historically it has been fundamentally intertwined with the regulation and legal framing of male homosexuality (Weeks, 1981). As Scott (2003a) has noted, “male prostitution has been problematized in a unique manner … [and is ] understood as a moral problem, typically associated with gender deviation” (p. 179). “Problematizing deviant sexual behaviors in this way was only made possible by the increased understanding of gender and expected gender behavior during the 19th century” (p. 180). As a result, the intertwining of male sex work with male homosexuality meant that the regulatory discourse surrounding male sex work was tied to the criminalization of homosexual conduct as a whole.1 As Scott has argued, “such behaviour was often not recognised as prostitution. No distinction emerged during this period to distinguish same-sex desire from commercial sexual activity involving males, both being conflated and assumed indistinguishable” (p. 181). The regulation of male sex work throughout history has been fundamentally linked to changes in how male homosexuality has been perceived and regulated.

Historically, laws that frame sex work have not been the primary mechanism relied upon to regulate male sex work. 2 While the sexual acts involved in female sex work were not subject to criminal sanctions,3 sexual acts between males amounted to criminal offenses whether paid for or not. Thus, instead of using sex work laws to regulate male sex work activities, criminal laws prohibiting behavior such as sodomy and indecency in public or private could be, and frequently were, used. The criminalization and stigmatization of homosexual conduct also meant that male sex work to a large degree remained relatively untouched by sex work regulation in comparison to female sex work, due to the self-regulation exercised by male workers and their clients.

The criminalization of male homosexual activity forced it to become clandestine and less visible in public (see Hubbard, 2001; Weeks, 1981). As certain urban spaces became known among homosexual men as places to meet, whether as public sex environments or commercial areas with bars and other services, MSWs could blend into this scene, which was less visible to mainstream society (Whowell, 2010). Thus the nuisance aspects of sex work were less pressing and could be addressed in other ways. Moreover, feminist concerns that sex work represents the exploitation of women also largely bypassed male sex work because “the great majority of it takes place between men within a world and a context that resist feminist analysis of patriarchal domination, the theoretical structure most often used to explain the imposition of sexuality, or even sexual slavery, upon women and children” (Dorais, 2005, p. vii). The combined effect of all these factors is that male sex work has always, and continues to be, relatively unheeded by sex work policies and laws.

The Criminalization of Male Homosexual Sex

A stark contrast between female and male sex work lies in the social attitude toward participants and legal responses to the sexual act at the core of the work. While FSWs have been stigmatized, their male clients traditionally have not. Heterosexual sex is not generally stigmatized by law or society, and the selling of sexual services by a woman to a man has traditionally not been subject to criminalization in Australia and the UK (although it has in the U.S.). Criminal law has instead focused on the nuisance or exploitive aspects of heterosexual sex work and targeted related behavior, such as soliciting clients, running a brothel, involving minors in sex work, encouraging a person to engage in sex work, and living off the earnings of another’s sex work, etc. In contrast, both the male sex worker and his male clients have been stigmatized as deviant (Scott, 2003a), and the regulation of their activities is conflated with the regulation of homosexuality, whether a worker identifies as homosexual or heterosexual. There has been, therefore, less need to specifically criminalize male sex work because, if provided man to man, the behavior forming the basis of the work was itself subject to criminalization.

Sexual activity between males in private or in public has long been subject to criminal law. Blackstone, who between 1765 and 1769 wrote the Commentaries on the Laws of England, which were influential in the future development of common law, found “the infamous crime against nature, committed either with man or beast” to be so malignant that he did not wish “to dwell any longer upon a subject, the very mention of which is a disgrace to human nature” and “a crime not fit to be named” (Blackstone, 1769, pp. 215-216). Turning to the question of punishment for this crime, Blackstone notes that “the voice of nature and of reason, and the express law of God determine [it] to be capital,” making this “an universal, not merely a provincial, precept” (p. 216). As Kirby (2011) notes, “the English law criminalising sodomy, and other variations of ‘impure’ sexual conduct, was well-placed to undergo its export to the colonies of England as the British Empire burst forth on the world between the seventeenth and twentieth centuries” (p. 25). These laws prohibiting sodomy and indecent acts found their way to Australia following colonization in 1788 and were included in the criminal statutes and codes enacted by the state and territory parliaments after federation. Such prohibitions on homosexual conduct, including the criminalization of sodomy, acts of indecency between males in public or private, and soliciting a person to engage in homosexual conduct, continued to exist in England and in Australian jurisdictions in various forms until they were gradually repealed between 1967 and 1997.

The growing scientific research into sexuality, particularly homosexuality, around the mid-20th century changed the understanding of homosexuality and thus also male sex work, which up to that point had not been fully regarded as distinct issues. Scientific research began to challenge the understanding that same-sex attraction, and indeed sexual acts associated only with homosexuals, was confined to a small group of willful deviants (Kirby, 2011). A number of high-profile cases involving the prosecution of well-known figures for homosexual offenses also sparked debate in the UK about the appropriateness of criminalizing homosexual conduct. This led to a Royal Commission of Inquiry in 1954 into homosexuality and prostitution, chaired by Sir John Wolfenden. The resulting “Wolfenden Report,” published in 1957, set the tone for reform of the law regarding homosexuality and female sex work in England and Australia.4 The commission was influenced by the changing understanding of homosexuality, in particular Kinsey’s study, which found that sexuality existed on a continuum. Accordingly, the report stated that “homosexuals cannot reasonably be regarded as quite separate from the rest of mankind” (Home Office, 1957, para. 22). The starting point of the commission’s finding was, therefore, that “it is not, in our view, the function of the law to intervene in the private lives of citizens, or to seek to enforce any particular pattern of behaviour, further than is necessary to carry out the purposes we have outlined” (para. 14). Those purposes were “to preserve public order and decency, to protect the citizen from what is offensive or injurious and to provide sufficient safeguards against exploitation and corruption of others” (para. 13). The commission therefore recommended that private adult consensual acts should not be subject to criminalization. In terms of sex work, this meant not aiming to abolish female sex work but rather addressing the “offensive and injurious” visible aspects of street-based work (para. 285).

The initial range of decriminalizing acts in England and Australia did not, however, end the discriminatory treatment of male homosexuals. For instance, the UK’s 1967 Sexual Offences Act only decriminalized homosexual acts in private, provided that both parties were age 21 or over. The act further limited the meaning of the term “private” by providing that an act was not private if it involved more than two people or took place in a lavatory to which the public had access. It was not until the Sexual Offences (Amendment) Act 2000 that the age of consent was equalized at 16 in England and Wales. Australia undertook similar steps between 1972 and 1997 to decriminalize homosexual sexual acts (see Carbery, 2010; Kirby, 2011). The first state to decriminalize some male homosexual acts was South Australia in 1972, with further reforms in 1975 and 1976, followed by the Australian Capital Territory in 1976. Most other jurisdictions enacted reforms during the 1980s, with the exception of Tasmania, where reform occurred in 1997, only after the Commonwealth government passed the Human Rights (Sexual Conduct) Act 1994, which provided in Section 4 that “sexual conduct involving only consenting adults acting in private is not to be subject, by or under any law of the Commonwealth, a State or a Territory, to any arbitrary interference with privacy within the meaning of Article 17 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.” The age of consent varies throughout Australian jurisdictions, and, as in England, some jurisdictions had different ages of consent for male homosexual sexual behavior until the early 21st century.5

The general criminalization of all homosexual practices meant that the specific regulation of male sex work only became a real issue when homosexuality was decriminalized. However, even as homosexual practices in private were decriminalized, criminal law was and is still used to control homosexual activities in public spaces in a way that heterosexual sexual activities have not been (see Ashford, 2012; Dalton, 2007, 2012; Johnson, 2012). Johnson (2012) suggests that police are more likely to prosecute homosexual men than heterosexuals. Therefore, mechanisms other than sex work laws continue to be used to regulate and control male sex work.

The panic around the HIV/AIDS epidemic in the 1980s led to male and female sex workers being seen as a public health problem and the transmitters of HIV, which reflected earlier narratives of FSWs as the vectors of disease (see Jeffreys, 2009; Scott, 2003a, 2003b; Sullivan, 1997). As a result, some jurisdictions enacted laws, such as the Prostitution Act 1992 (ACT) and the Sex Work Act 1994 (Vic), which prohibit a person from operating as a sex worker when they know or could reasonably be expected to know that they are infected with a sexually transmitted disease, including HIV. These provisions do not actually require transmission to occur, and in 2008 the Australian Capital Territory provision was used to prosecute a man who was HIV positive for working as a sex worker (see Jenkins, 2008; Jeffreys, 2009), even though there was no evidence that he had practiced unsafe sex or transmitted HIV. Added to this are general provisions of criminal law that make it an offense to intentionally or recklessly transmit HIV (or other serious disease), as well as coercive powers under health laws that can be and are used to control sex workers. For instance, the Public Health Act 1902 (NSW), as amended by the Public Health (Proclaimed Diseases) Amendment Act 1989 (now Public Health Act 2010, NSW), allows an authorized medical practitioner to issue a public health order to people infected with a proclaimed disease, including HIV, where there are reasonable grounds to believe the person is behaving in a way that he or she may pose a risk to public health. Such orders can require a person to refrain from specified conduct, or to undergo specified treatment or counseling. The same act also allows for such a person to be detained, which makes sex workers, particularly those operating in public spaces, “extremely vulnerable under the Act, as their behaviour could incite the prejudices of medical officers who were accorded significant discretionary powers” (Scott, 2003b, p. 284).

Forms of Male Sex Work and Regulation

Phoenix (2009) identifies four main ideological perspectives that guide law and policymaking regarding sex work. These include prohibition and abolition, harm minimization/reduction, rights-based action, and regulatory perspectives. Prohibitionism and abolitionism seek to eliminate sex work, with the former based on arguments about the immorality of sex work and the latter viewing sex work as violence against women. The concept of harm minimization/reduction originated with the discourse of drug regulation and identifies the “social problem” of sex work as a public health issue, removing moral judgments and adopting measures designed not necessarily to abolish sex work but to reduce the harm associated with it. The third approach governments may take is to address issues of sex work from a human rights angle. Finally, regulationism is more a pragmatic than an ideological approach, which simply seeks to manage the “social fact” of sex work (p. 14). These broad perspectives shape the strategies, techniques, and legal frameworks developed and deployed to deal with sex work, which include criminalization, complete and partial decriminalization, and legalization of the sex work industry. These frameworks may apply at the same time to various aspects of sex work and sex workers. They also are liable to shift over time and are subject to social and political forces. Alongside criminal law are a range of health-related laws, local government planning laws, licensing laws, advertising laws, etc., which determine, and are determined by, how sex work is carried out.

In exploring the forms that male sex work may take and how they may be regulated, it is important to recognize the diverse and fluid forms of sex work, as well as the varied experiences of those who enter and practice sex work (Whowell & Gaffney, 2009). It is wrong to flatten out all male sex work experience and assume that male workers are never vulnerable, do not fall victim to abuse, and do not need support (Sanders, 2005). As with female workers, these men work for varied reasons and may only work in a certain space or shift between different spaces to satisfy particular economic needs. Contemporary research into male sex work suggests that most male sex workers work independently (Dorais, 2005, p. 22) or through an escort agency rather than in brothels or on the street (Minichiello et al., 2002, p. 42), and they generally are not controlled by other individuals (e.g., pimps) (Whowell & Gaffney, 2009, p. 101). Male sex workers may seek clients in public places, through escort agencies and private advertisements, and in bars or other venues such as strip clubs, saunas, bookshops, or brothels. Increasingly, they find clients by advertising online or through online discussion forums for gay men (Ashford, 2009, p. 266). The following examines some of the forms and spaces of male sex work and applicable regulations.

Outdoor Male Sex Work

Certain public places, such as parks, public toilets, etc., become known as spaces where men “cruise” and meet for casual, anonymous sex.6 Such places are known as “beats” (Australia), “cottages” (UK), and “tearooms” (U.S.), or less colloquially as public sex environments. Men who frequent such places may identify as homosexual, bisexual, or heterosexual. While sex workers may deliberately seek out clients in public sex environments, much of the sex work in these environments occurs coincidentally (Prestage, 1994). A man may accept an offer of money for sexual contact, even though he would have been willing to engage in the sexual act without payment; thus the division between unpaid and paid sex may be less clear in such spaces. As Prestage notes, “This very casual form of prostitution is not easily described as ‘work’” (p. 184). Thus, sex work in such spaces is likely to be opportunistic rather than a source of regular income.
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FIGURE 7.1

This wall is well known in the Darlinghurst neighborhood of Sydney, Australia. Built by convicts and consisting of 100 meters of sandstone, it is located in an area known to be a queer pick-up strip.

While prohibitions against soliciting clients or “kerb crawling” (seeking a sex worker) in a public place may be applicable to such behaviors, it is more likely that cruising for clients and sexual acts in public sex environments are regulated under general laws prohibiting indecent acts in public places.7 The Summary Offences Act 1988 (NSW), for instance, prohibits offensive conduct in or near a public place or a school, which includes conduct that has the capacity to “wound the feelings, arouse anger, resentment, disgust or outrage in the mind of the reasonable person” (Grivelis v. Horsnell, 1974). The same act also prohibits a person from willfully and obscenely exposing his or her person in a public space or near a school. As Johnson (2012) notes, both offenses require police to make moral judgments, and where such judgments take place, homosexual acts have always been more likely to be viewed as offensive or obscene “because such standards of reasonableness and respectability have often been conceived in diametric opposition to homosexuality” (pp. 25-26). It is also well documented that throughout history, police have entrapped, and in some jurisdictions continue to entrap, men seeking sex with other men in public lavatories (Ashford, 2006, pp. 283-284; Power, 1983). Where no overt solicitation or sexual activity is taking place but men are simply cruising or lingering in a public place, police may use “move on” orders to regulate behavior. For instance, under the Law Enforcement (Powers and Responsibilities) Act 2002 (NSW), police may issue a “move on direction” where the officer “believes on reasonable grounds that the person’s behaviour or presence in the place” amounts to harassment or intimidation or is likely to make a person fearful.

In contrast to the more casual encounters in beats, other locations, often adjoining gay commercial areas, become well known for the male sex worker trade, such as the “wall” on Sydney’s Darlinghurst Street (see figure 7.1). Most jurisdictions make it an offense for a person to seek a client for sexual services in a public place. For instance, the Street Offences Act 1957 (UK)8 and the Prostitution Act 2000 (WA) prohibit a person from seeking a client for sexual services in a public place. More recently, some jurisdictions have also moved to criminalize clients seeking out a sex worker. For example, the Sexual Offences Act 2009 (UK) and the Prostitution Act 2000 (WA) prohibit a person from soliciting another for sexual services in a public place. This approach contrasts with the approach taken in New South Wales, where the criminalization of street-based sex work is more limited, and seeking clients or sex workers in a public place is only an offense when certain conditions are not adhered to. For example, the Summary Offences Act 1988 (NSW) makes it an offense for a person to solicit another person for the purposes of prostitution on a road or road-related area near or within view of a dwelling, school, church, or hospital.

The effect of the historical criminalization and stigmatization of male homosexual practices has been that men seeking sex with other men have adopted practices that make them less likely to catch the attention of police and local residents (see Dorais, 2005, p. 23). Dorais (2005) notes that workers seek potential clients through body language and clothes: “‘It’s all in the body, the attitude, the posture, especially the look in your eye,’ said one youth” (p. 28). Whowell’s (2010) study of male sex work in Manchester found similarly that MSWs self-regulate to be less visible, which is in part a function of location and in part a result of behavior and dress. Workers tend to blend into gay commercial areas or gay public sex environments, which provides cover for their activities (Whowell & Gaffney, 2009, p. 108). Moreover, given that seeking a client/worker is more likely to occur while cruising on foot than in a car, “the subtlety of the intent to engage in commercial activity is masked by the fluidity and vibrancy of the urban spectacle” (Whowell, 2010, p. 135) of people moving between gay bars and venues. The fact that much male sex work takes place within a subculture that is already less accessible and visible to mainstream society means that it poses less of a challenge to mainstream notions of morality. Thus the imperative to address the visible aspects of sex work that have long driven regulation of female sex work is less pressing.

Indoor Male Sex Work

Much sex work does not take place outdoors but in a range of venues where men may socialize (e.g., bars) or meet for sex with men (e.g., saunas and sex shops), in private spaces organized through escort agencies, through personal ads, or increasingly via the Internet. Male sex work provided to a female client generally occurs indoors and is organized through an escort agency or with an independent escort. While there are brothels with only male workers, those that usually have only female workers may call in a privately operating male sex worker when a client specifically requests such service.

Sex work that occurs in bars and clubs is likely to be on a casual, opportunistic basis (Prestage, 1994, p. 188) because of liquor licensing laws that give licensees (or their staff) powers and obligations to ensure that customers practice acceptable behavior on licensed premises, and the licensees may be required to deny admission or forcibly evict undesirable patrons. Many Australian jurisdictions also allow a police officer, commissioner, or court to ban or exclude a person from a licensed premises if the authorized person decides, on reasonable grounds, that the person has behaved in an indecent manner or committed an offense under any written law (see, e.g., Liquor Control Act 1988, WA). Some liquor licensing provisions are far more specific, such as in Western Australia, where it is an offense for a licensee to permit “any reputed … prostitute” to remain on licensed premises. These laws could be used to regulate male sex work in licensed venues; however, the fluidity of sexual encounters in bars and other licensed venues makes it difficult to discern (and thus regulate) when sex is being solicited, as opposed to a social encounter taking place. Furthermore, licensing laws are unlikely to be enforced in relation to male sex work because of the self-regulation practiced by such venues and by male workers. As Dorais (2005) comments, “In bars the dictates of discretion apparently keep solicitation by sex workers under wraps … Everyone’s interest is in protecting illicit business by keeping it out of sight” (p. 23).

Regulations for brothels are not framed in gendered terms and thus apply equally to premises providing male and female sexual services. Criminalization, decriminalization, and regulation approaches to sex work in brothels all can be found throughout Australia. In the 1990s, a number of Australian states and territories introduced licensing systems for various aspects of the sex work industry, as did New Zealand in 2003 (see Crofts & Summerfield, 2007).9 The remaining jurisdictions continue to grapple with whether and how to introduce such licensing.

Internet

In recent years, the Internet has emerged as the avenue of choice for many independent male sex workers looking for clients (Ashford, 2009). Online social networking sites represent what Cooper (1998) has called “the Triple A Engine”—a triad of “access, affordability and anonymity” (p. 187). The Internet also transforms what legislators may deem an unwanted public nuisance (i.e., public solicitation) into an invisible activity (Walker, Brock, & Stuart, 2006, p. 169) by hiding solicitation within websites that are not likely to be found by the vast majority of Internet users. The Internet, however, is a relatively new medium for interaction between sex workers and clients and, consequently, research into sex work on the Internet is still ongoing. Nevertheless, despite the paucity of research into Internet sex work, studies thus far conducted have enabled researchers to better understand one of the most popular forms of male sex work—independent escorting.

Recent research indicates that the Internet provides a number of benefits to male sex workers. As already noted, the Internet is an easy-to-access, cost-effective means of marketing services and it allows for a degree of anonymity, which can be important to a community of individuals who are largely stigmatized and marginalized by mainstream society. This also means that sex workers’ activities are more difficult for law enforcement to trace (Lee-Gonyea et al., 2009, p. 326). In addition to these benefits, numerous websites have been developed to help Internet-based escorts work in a safer environment. Escorts can use the Internet to find or share information about safe sex practices, client reviews or warnings, crime reports, and general information to help keep them safe when working alone (Davies & Evans, 2004). In fact, dedicated client screening sites, such as Date-Check, help escorts screen potential clients. Escorts’ online profiles and advertisements also help them screen clients by stating the behaviors they will offer clients, which often include safe sex practices. Therefore, not only has the Internet developed into an efficient and cost-effective mechanism for male escorts to market themselves to potential clients, it has also become a forum for sharing vital information that helps protect the health and safety of independent sex workers. Existing prostitution legislation throughout Australia does not address the activities of sex workers on the Internet. However, almost since its inception, the Internet has been the focus of debate regarding censorship. While these debates often focus on restricting sexual content and protecting children from exposure to content deemed morally repugnant, they are still relevant to the sex work industry. A number of countries have turned to Internet filtering to restrict the online availability of particular content. Australia has not implemented an Internet filter, but such a step could mean that sites being used for and by sex workers and their clients will come under increasing regulation in the future.

Concluding Comments

This chapter has highlighted the complex interplay between forms of regulation (criminal laws, health laws, planning regulations, etc.) and the spaces in which male sex work takes place. Laws and policies developed to address sex work have focused primarily on FSWs, for the most part ignoring MSWs. The earlier blanket prohibition of homosexual sexual acts had a significant impact on the forms and spaces in which male sex work has traditionally taken place, rendering general sex work laws less relevant to this population of sex workers. Laws framed to address the nuisance aspects of sex work have had less importance because laws prohibiting indecent acts in public have been used to regulate male homosexuality, including sex workers. Furthermore, the historical stigmatizing and criminalizing of male-to-male sex has meant that the male sex industry has effectively self-regulated in order to keep a low profile and avoid public and police attention.

Despite the decriminalization of homosexuality, male sex work remains to a large degree within a policy vacuum. This has been the case to a great extent because male sex work has not been perceived to fit the newer paradigm of sex work as exploitation, which has become more prominent in recent decades regarding female workers. It would be a mistake, however, to simply extend narratives around female sex work to include male sex work. Attempts to reduce or abolish sex work and to criminalize clients and those who exploit workers inadequately acknowledge the complexity of sex work in general and male sex work in particular. Laws and policies should reflect the diversity of sex workers’ biographies, motivations, and experiences. Some men (and women) state that they have freely chosen to enter this line of work and claim to enjoy it. It would be equally wrong to assume that male workers are never vulnerable or subject to exploitation by others. There can be no doubt that some male and female sex workers are coerced into this work due to personal or social circumstances, and that trafficking represents a significant challenge. However, these experiences should not be regarded as paradigms of sex work.

Criminalization or overregulation through restrictive licensing models as a means to address the harms associated with sex work can be counterproductive and exacerbate the dangers sex workers face. Criminalizing the demand side of sex work with the aim of eradicating all forms may reduce the visible incidence of sex work but does little to protect those most vulnerable. Furthermore, this approach could be harmful to gay individuals and the gay community by replicating superseded forms of criminalization of homosexuality. This could “take gay liberation back 50 years and increase the vulnerability to bribery, corruption and exploitation of both the men who sell sex and those who purchase it; and in essence, it could push the activity underground” (Whowell & Gaffney, 2009, p. 118). Thus, while there are differences (sometimes significant) between male and female sex work that may require some differentiated regulation, the overarching approach to male and female sex work should be one of minimizing harm, reducing factors that lead people to be or to feel coerced into sex work, and increasing the choices and options of those within that industry.
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Endnotes

  1  See Scott (2003a), Bimbi (2007), and Whowell and Gaffney (2009) for further discussion on the paradigm shifts in the discourse on male sex work. These shifts did not necessarily take place in a linear progression.

  2  Despite not specifying the gender of a “common prostitute,” it was found that this term originally used in the Street Offences Act 1957 (UK) only applied to females: Director of Public Prosecutions v. Bull [1994] 158 J.P. 1005.

  3  Herein lies a fundamental contrast to the basic approach to sex work in the U.S., where in all but one state (Nevada) it is a crime to actually engage in sex work; see, for example, Revised Code of Washington, 9A.88.030:

(1) A person is guilty of prostitution if such person engages or agrees or offers to engage in sexual conduct with another person in return for a fee.

(2) For purposes of this section, “sexual conduct” means “sexual intercourse” or “sexual contact,” both as defined in chapter 9A.44 RCW.

(3) Prostitution is a misdemeanor.

Nevada Revised Statutes, 244.345, allows the license board of counties with a population under 700,000 to issue a license to operate a house of prostitution.

  4  The terms of reference of the committee specify that the committee was to examine:

(a) the law and practice relating to homosexual offences … and (b) the law an practice relating to offences against the criminal law in connection with prostitution and solicitation for immoral purposes … (Home Office 1957: para 1). The committee clearly understood (b) only to refer to female sex work (see Home Office 1957: para 13).

  5  Unequal treatment of sexual practices does still exist in some Australian jurisdictions. Queensland retains a higher age of consent for anal intercourse (18) than for vaginal or oral intercourse (16): Criminal Code (Qld), s 208. Furthermore, although the age of consent is 17 in Tasmania [Criminal Code (Tas), s 124(1)] the consent of the person may be a defense if they are aged 15 or over and the other person is not more than five years older than them or where the person is aged 12 or over and the other person is not more than three years older than them [Criminal Code (Tas), s 124(3)]. This defense does not, however, apply to anal intercourse: Criminal Code (Tas), s 124(5).

  6  A growing phenomenon is the organization of cyberbeats, where meetings for casual anonymous sex are organized through the Internet; see Mowlabocus (2008).

  7  For further discussion on how sex at beats has been criminalized and regulated, see Dalton (2007, 2012) and Johnson (2010, 2012). For discussion of the differential regulation of heterosexual sex in public spaces, see Ashford (2012).

  8  In Director of Public Prosecutions v. Bull (1994), there was an attempt to prosecute a male sex worker for soliciting; however, it was found that the term “common prostitute” originally used in the Street Offences Act 1957 (UK) only applied to females. The court relied on the Wolfenden Report on prostitution and found that the “mischief” the act was designed to address was a mischief created by women. For critique of this decision, see Diduck and Wilson (1997). The Policing and Crime Act 2009 (UK) replaced the term “common prostitute” with “person” to clarify that this offense applies to both males and females.

  9  The licensing systems in Australia vary considerably between jurisdictions. New South Wales brothels are not criminalized or licensed but, rather, are subject to regulation through local government planning laws.



HIV/AIDS has had a significant impact on how we understand male sex work. The initial ambiguity surrounding HIV/AIDS—Where did it come from? What causes it? Who does and doesn’t it affect?—meant that it could have been characterized in a number of ways, but its being linked to sexually active gay men early in the epidemic meant that it was characterized as a sexually transmitted disease. The link between promiscuity and the risk of contracting HIV led to sex workers being identified as a problematic group—the possible vectors of transmission to the broader public.

Before the HIV/AIDS epidemic, male sex work was rarely considered a public health problem. While sexually transmitted infections had long been associated with female sex workers, health professionals seemed unconcerned about the physical health of male sex workers and their clients. HIV/AIDS changed this, to some degree because at the time it appeared that a more fluid conception of human sexuality had emerged, which acknowledged that sexual practices were not equivalent to sexual identities. Bisexuality was viewed as putting people at risk of contracting the virus because male sex workers were thought to provide a bridge for infection between deviant and mainstream populations.

What stands out for us in reading this chapter, along with some of the others in the book, is the evidence of the benefits in decriminalizing homosexuality and the sex industry. These moves promote proactive public health measures that create safer and more professional interactions between clients and workers, and between these groups and society. Societies that have adopted liberal reforms fare much better on a wider range of indictors compared with societies that remain punitive. The more liberal societies report less violence, safer and more productive client-worker interactions, and the development of a leisure sex industry that is both professional and responsible. In contrast, criminalization tends to drive the sex industry underground and leaves it open to criminal manipulation and poor health standards, which have an impact on everyone. The sex industry need not have such a dark underbelly.
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When male sex workers (MSWs) appear on the public’s radar, it often is in the form of an exposé of a public servant or a person with name recognition having hired a male sex worker. On the darker side, there have been numerous stories of men killed, often violently, by male sex workers or those the media labels as such. These sad stories typically involve an older man murdered by a young man he met online through a listserv or sex work website. Less focus is given to murdered sex workers, and it is a given that physical assaults perpetrated by a client on the MSW are greatly underreported. The public often reserves its sympathy for those forced into sex work through trafficking or other forms of coercion, but this compassion is primarily for women and children of both sexes, while adult males pressed into sex work receive much less attention.

Public exposés typically produce a great deal of comedy at the expense of the revealed transgressor. For example, late in the summer of the 2012 U.S. election season, the satirical website The Onion posted a story on the “Onion News Network” that focused on Tampa Bay-area male prostitutes gearing up for a flood of business during the Republican National Convention. Jokes about methamphetamine and unsafe sexual practices often serve as punch lines, indicating that the unhealthy aspects of male sex work are part of the public discourse. This reflects the fact that comedy often comes from uneasy truths.

In December 2012, the World Health Organization (WHO, 2012) published a report focused on reducing HIV and sexually transmitted infections (STIs) among sex workers in low- and middle-income countries. It’s a safe assumption that these recommendations might address sexual health services, safer sex, and substance abuse. Part of the public discussion moving forward must also involve improving or maintaining good health among MSWs, as this group is disproportionately at risk for HIV infection and such efforts thus are in the best interests of both the public and the sex workers. In the United States, any use of government money to fund services related to sexuality has become a political battle zone; programs for sex workers provide good ammunition for those who oppose such efforts on moral grounds. In fact, the U.S. has had a decade-long antiprostitution requirement attached to receiving funding from the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (Ditmore & Allman, 2013). Anyone receiving these funds is explicitly forbidden to “encourage, condone or promote prostitution.” This policy, known as the pledge, has resulted in the termination of programs, a phasing-out of services for sex workers, and the refusal by some to comply in order to receive U.S. funds (Ditmore & Allman, 2013).
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FIGURE 8.1

Front and back of a safe-sex pamphlet for male sex workers in Amsterdam, issued by the European Network Male Prostitution (ENMP). Copyright © ENMP/AMOC-DHV

Programs have been developed and implemented for male sex workers in Europe, Asia, and Africa. The European Union, funded by a multiyear grant from the European Network Male Prostitution (2002) to foster communication among those providing services for MSWs, published reports that included recommendations for public health policy and practice, social service programs, and other resources. The official recommendations echo those made in numerous other publications (Gaffney 2007; Parsons, Koken, & Bimbi, 2007; Smith & Seal, 2007; Williams, Bowen, Timpson, Ross, & Atkinson, 2006). More recently, the World Health Organization made its official recommendations, as mentioned above.

The WHO (2012) report calls above all for the decriminalization of sex work in order to improve the physical and emotional well-being of sex workers. Both legal and moral judgments have a long history of interfering with the implementation of and adherence to the best practices within the fields of public health and community health. Unfortunately, local politics, policies, and laws often intercede with moralistic arguments that prevent local public health professionals from designing and implementing programs for sex workers and their clients. More insidiously, antigay sentiments foster direct and indirect resistance to creating programs for MSWs and their clients, even though similar programs for female sex workers and their clients are already in place. Furthermore, as noted by Scott (2003), sex workers and their needs are viewed differently in accordance with their venue or mode of client solicitation (e.g., on the street, via Internet websites, and through real or virtual escort services). Street-based sex workers are viewed as deviants who are breaking the law and spreading disease, and thus are a problem for the criminal justice system due to community concerns about quality of life—that of local residents, not of the sex workers. Whereas indoor sex workers are more likely to be seen as victims of circumstance, financial or otherwise, and thus not viewed as criminals, they are nonetheless viewed as a public health problem.

Such stereotypes can hinder any effort to reach MSWs and improve their well-being. Homelessness, substance abuse, mental health needs (see chapter 9) are all problems sex workers experience, regardless of their “level.” Given the prevalence of HIV infection among populations of men who have sex with men in many areas of the world, MSWs clearly warrant competent, nonjudgmental services. Further public health programming should capitalize on male sex workers as a vector of sexual health education (Parsons et al., 2004) within the larger communities of gay and bisexual men who have sex with men.

If they did not face structural barriers (e.g., the pledge) and ideological and moral biases (e.g., sex work is always bad), public health officials and community workers could develop effective services for MSWs and their clients. In many cases, both the client and the sex worker have the same needs: general sexual health, prevention of STI and HIV transmission, prevention of and treatment for substance abuse, and protection from violence. These concerns clearly have been recognized worldwide as public health issues, regardless of the cultural and social contexts of male sex work within localities, regions, and nations.

Background

There is a dearth of research into general or occupational health issues among MSWs; what is publicly disseminated typically focuses on sexual practices and drug use as they relate to HIV transmission (Bimbi, 2007; Browne & Minichiello, 1996; Minichiello, Scott, & Callander, 2013). Much of what is known about male sex workers in general and specifically about their unique health issues comes from researchers and health professionals who reach out to men on the street (Koken, Bimbi, Parsons, & Halkitis, 2004), most often within the context of HIV-related research (Bimbi, 2007; Minichiello et al., 2013; Scott, 2003).

The social stratification of sex work also dictates different needs among different types of sex workers. Men working the streets are more likely to be severely economically disadvantaged (e.g., homeless), struggle with drug abuse or addiction, not be gay identified, and may be more part of the overall “street scene” (Bimbi, 2007), whereas higher-end “escorts” are more likely to be gay identified and may have more interaction with the gay community in bars/clubs and social spaces in predominately gay neighborhoods. Therefore, in the absence of direct evidence, anecdotal evidence from the larger subculture (e.g., homeless youth, the gay male community) may be needed to inform any direct or indirect public health efforts.
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FIGURE 8.2

“Client Guide,” a handout from HOOK Online, a major U.S. Internet-based health advocacy organization for male sex workers. Reprinted with permission from HOOK Online, www.hookonline.org.

Nevertheless, quite early in the HIV epidemic, sex workers of both genders came to be viewed as a threat to public health. In his book, The Origins of AIDS, Jacques Pepin (2011) provides an excellent description of the social (e.g., 1:10 ratio of women to men in early European colonial towns in West Africa that promoted prostitution and polyandry) and economic (e.g., no “female” jobs) dynamics that inadvertently helped spread HIV through heterosexual sex work and sex trading. As HIV in the developed world was first identified among men having sex with men, the leap was made that male sex workers were spreading HIV without any direct evidence.

The first wave of research reported the prevalence of HIV among samples of MSWs (Bimbi, 2007; Minichiello et al., 2013) as a means to demonstrate the “threat” these men posed to the health and welfare of the larger public. Specifically, MSWs were argued to be “a vector for transmission of HIV infection into the heterosexual world” (Morse, Simon, Osofsky, Balson, & Gaumer, 1991). However, when reporting the prevalence of HIV among samples of MSWs, the authors did not include (perhaps the data were not available) the corresponding prevalence among men who have sex with men (MSM) in the same geographic area (e.g., “20% of our MSW sample reported being HIV positive which is similar to the prevalence rate of all MSM in our area”). Therefore, absent a comparison, MSWs are portrayed as spreading HIV due the presence of HIV positive men in a research sample.

The “Typhoid Harry” stigma (Koken et al., 2004) labels sex workers as vindictive and uncaring about the risk of spreading infection to their clients; what is forgotten is that when unprotected sex does occur, it is typically in response to client pressure or coercion (Jamel, 2011), not the sex worker’s willful intent or cavalier attitude about unprotected sex (Bimbi & Parsons, 2005; Parsons, Koken, & Bimbi, 2004). There seems to be wide consensus among male (and female) sex workers in most wealthy nations that condom use is part of the job (Browne & Minichiello, 1997; Parsons et al., 2004). Some researchers have found that this has had the unintended effect of MSWs eschewing condoms when having sex for their own pleasure (Allman & Myers, 1999; Weber et al., 2001), as condoms become associated with work. It also could be that the observed high number of sex work partners may be related to increased rates of “safe sex burnout” (Bimbi, 2007). In comparison, sex workers in developing nations and poor sex workers overall report lower rates of condom use with clients (Pisani, 2008). Sex workers, regardless of venue, often must deal with clients offering more money for sex without condoms. There also are structural constraints on MSWs using condoms. As with female sex workers, male sex workers, out of fear of being arrested for “providing evidence of prostitution,” may not carry condoms (Allman & Myers, 1999; Morse, Simon, & Burchfiel, 1999). There has been some organized pushback against this law enforcement practice from sex worker advocates and sex worker organizations. In New York State, for example, there have been repeated (failed) attempts to pass legislation that bans police from this practice, most recently in 2012 (Kloppot, 2012). This is a clear contradiction between state-funded public health programs that distribute free condoms and the criminal justice system (Human Rights Watch, 2012).

The risk behavior that does occur with clients may result from negative attitudes toward condoms and a lack of knowledge about HIV transmission (Minichiello et al., 2000), as well as a perceived (lack of) susceptibility to HIV (Simon, Morse, Balson, Osofsky, & Gaumer, 1993). A perceived lack of control in interactions with clients may also lead to unprotected sex (Joffe & Dockrell, 1995; Morse et al., 1999; Simon et al., 1993). As gay and bisexual men who desire men themselves, MSWs may be tempted to engage in unprotected sex with clients they find attractive, which is known as “heaven trade” (Browne & Minichiello, 1995; DeGraaf, Vanwesenbeeck, Van Zessen, Straver, & Visser, 1994; Joffe & Dockrell, 1995; Simon et al., 1993; Smith & Seal, 2008). Repeat clients and clients who become familiar with a male sex worker may also build a sense of trust (Davies & Feldman, 1997) or a longing for intimacy (“the single blues”; Joffe & Dockrell, 1995; Smith & Seal, 2007), which may lead to sexual risk-taking.

Aside from burnout or other psychological factors, behavioral and situational factors such as injection drug use have been shown to be related to MSWs having unprotected sex with casual partners (Bower, 1990; Williams et al., 2003). Several studies have suggested that MSWs may be more at risk for contracting or transmitting HIV through needle sharing than unsafe sex (Elifson, Boles, & Sweat, 1993; Estep Waldorf, & Marotta, 1992; Waldorf & Murphy, 1990; Waldorf, Murphy, Lauderback, Reinarman, & Marotta, 1990). Nevertheless, it has been reported repeatedly that, in samples of gay men in developed countries, drugs popular with the gay scene, particularly nitrate inhalants (“poppers”) and stimulant drugs or those with similar effects (crack, methamphetamine; Mimiaga, Reisner, Tinsley, Mayer, & Safren, 2009), are strongly associated with having unprotected sex. Therefore, drug use “on the job” may lead to having unprotected sex with clients. Many clients (and this also applies to those hiring female sex workers) often want to “party” with the sex worker and arrive at arranged meetings already drunk or high on drugs. Some gay MSWs who are involved with the party scene may view “free” drugs provided by the client as a bonus.

On the other hand, MSWs who are uncomfortable about their work may use drugs or alcohol to numb their feelings while with clients (Bimbi, Parsons, Halkitis, & Kelleher, 2001; Mimiaga et al., 2009). Straight-identified men in particular may use drugs to deal with the threat to their identity that results from engaging in same-sex behaviors (Bimbi, 2007). Men both gay and straight who are dependent on alcohol or drugs may exchange sex for drugs, or engage in sex work only to pay for drugs (McCabe et al., 2011; Mimiaga et al., 2009). Regardless of motivation or etiology, substance misuse among male sex workers is clearly a phenomenon that needs more attention and program development. (See chapter 9 for a further discussion on substance use among MSWs.)

While identifying risk factors clearly is important in public health, factors that promote protection and condom use should not be overlooked. As advertising for sex has mostly moved online, away from restrictions imposed on print classified ads, sex workers are free to be as sexually explicit or expressive as they want, although they may purposely avoid “quid pro quo” statements about the exchange of sex for money. It is quite common to see the phrase “payment is for my time only” in such ads. Many male sex workers directly promote safety on their Internet profiles by including statements such as “safe sex only” and state their own HIV status or employ euphemisms such as “healthy” or “disease free.” Some may not state anything about health status or protective practices, and there are far fewer who explicitly advertise for barebacking (sex without condoms).

Some argue that the online milieu for sex work is conducive to more open and honest sexual negotiation (Minichiello et al., 2013; Parsons et al., 2004). MSWs themselves have also reported feeling responsible for initiating condom use and practicing universal precautions (Minichiello, Mariño, & Browne, 2001; Parsons et al., 2004). For many, condoms have become part of their “work equipment” (Bimbi, 2007; Parsons et al., 2004; Smith & Seal, 2008). In fact, there may be no negotiation at all, as the sex worker may introduce the condom as part of foreplay, avoid penetrative anal sex, trick the client by putting on a condom orally, or simply end the session and walk out.

Recommendations

It does appear that gay-identified MSWs are at high risk for HIV infection, due to factors related to their same-sex attractions and involvement with gay subcultures (e.g., the party scene), as well as through recreational drug use, regardless of sexual identity or orientation. Although there are clear public health needs among MSWs and their clients, evidence-based recommendations for practice and policy are sorely lacking. Fortunately, sex worker advocates have filled in those gaps, and there is enough consensus in the evidence to inform broader polices for program and service development that could be implemented within existing indigenous governance systems. Before implementation, however, structural barriers must be addressed. The WHO (2012) official recommendations to improve the health and well-being of sex workers (regardless of gender) include the following as the foundation for programs and services:

1.  All countries should work to decriminalize sex work and eliminate the unjust application of non-criminal laws and regulations against sex workers.

2.  Governments should establish anti-discrimination and other rights-respecting laws to protect against discrimination and violence, and other rights violations sex workers face, in order to realize their human rights and reduce their vulnerability to HIV infection and the impact of AIDS. Anti-discrimination laws and regulations should guarantee sex workers’ right to social, health, and financial services.

3.  Health services should be made available, accessible, and acceptable to sex workers, based on the principles of avoiding stigma, non-discrimination, and the right to good health.

4.  Violence against sex workers puts them at risk for HIV and must be addressed in partnership with sex workers and the organizations they lead.
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FIGURE 8.3

Front cover of a pamphlet issued by the European Network Male Prostitution, which is aimed at service providers in Switzerland to promote sexual health programs for male sex workers. Copyright © ENMP/Swiss AIDS Federation

The WHO also explicitly recommends the following interventions to enhance community empowerment among sex workers:

•  Voluntary HIV testing and counseling for sex workers

•  Anti-retroviral therapy for HIV-positive sex workers

•  Correct and consistent condom use among sex workers and their clients

•  Strategies to reduce harm to sex workers who inject drugs

•  Including sex workers in catch-up hepatitis immunization strategies for sex workers who didn’t receive these immunizations in infancy

Obviously, any interventions should deal competently with gay culture(s) and sex work culture(s) by building partnerships with local gay and sex work communities, specifically with businesses that cater to these populations, and with nongovernmental organizations and health-care providers. Cultural competency and community partnerships are essential to successful implementation.

Implementation

If the above recommendations answer what to do and for whom, putting those recommendations into practice asks where, when, and how. When implementing programs and attempting to draw MSWs in, we must address who the target is and what we are trying to accomplish. This will require developing different service levels or program content based on the differing needs of sex workers (e.g., housing, counseling), with the specific goal of improving health and wellness. No one program can be all things to all types of sex workers, so providers must be knowledgeable about other services to which they can refer them when necessary. To cast the widest net and reach as many sex workers as possible, outreach efforts should be tailored for broad audiences, such as all men who have sex with men (the population approach), and for targeted audiences, such as men who sell and buy sex (the community approach).
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FIGURE 8.4

Pages from a pamphlet aimed at Swiss service providers to promote sexual health programs for male sex workers. Copyright © ENMP/Swiss AIDS Federation

Such approaches are reflected in two frameworks utilized in public and community health efforts. The Institute of Medicine (Mrazek & Haggerty, 1994) has defined levels of intervention for the implementation of public health programs: universal interventions target an entire population or community; selective interventions narrow the focus to those who may be at risk; and indicated interventions are aimed at those with demonstrated risk. Clearly these levels address the “who” and thus leave the “what,” as in what are the goals of the interventions.

Another framework (Commission on Chronic Illness, 1957) for goal-setting in public health prevention is more focused on the “what,” which is as follows: primary prevention includes activities and efforts aimed at preventing health problems before they develop (onset); secondary prevention focuses on early detection of problems through screenings (e.g., STI testing), followed by appropriate follow-up, which may include harm-reduction strategies to reduce the likelihood of long-term poor health outcomes; and tertiary preventions involve the treatment of health problems and promote improved quality of life for those with health problems.

These two frameworks clearly raise the question of which to use and when integration may permit public health professionals, community-based organizations, and government entities to reach more persons in need. These frameworks have been integrated and adapted or revised, often in response to pedagogical critiques (Kutash, Duchnowski, & Lynn, 2006). The following proposes a similar new framework based on blending or collapsing the levels of intervention and prevention. In the Institute of Medicine’s levels of intervention, selective and indicated interventions target at-risk individuals, while the primary and secondary levels both include the goal of harm reduction. Therefore, each of the aforementioned pairs could be collapsed to simplify the model. Table 8.1 provides a general idea of how the levels could be combined in a more manageable 2x2 matrix, based on scope (broad, targeted) and goal (prevention versus intervention). This may permit better use of limited resources and more effective outreach, with increased community participation (e.g., men getting the services they need). The following reviews the approaches, with examples and suggestions for programming.

Universal Prevention

Any effort to reach out to male sex workers through the wider gay community would be a type of universal prevention. In many parts of the world, there is not one “gay community” but several, based on cultural and social interests, which might further complicate broad implementation. Nevertheless, there are some places of intersection, frequently the local gay media (newspapers, party papers, local websites), many of which may feature listings or advertisements for escorts, companions, body workers, etc. Many gay media proprietors offer reduced advertising fees or waive them altogether for public health promotions. In many areas, the webmasters and owners of websites and, more recently, mobile applications for dating or “hooking up” may include links to local health departments or to websites featuring sexual health information. Some also allow direct messaging to site users, as well as banner ads for programs and services.

Many nations have various listservs, such as Craigslist in the United States, that contain message boards frequented by sex workers. Due to legal issues, most listservs for broad audiences prohibit sex work posts. Coded language is therefore the norm, such as “looking for a generous man.” These listservs clearly can be employed in universal prevention programs with regular postings. Whether in print or at online forums, ads targeting MSWs would also reach the entire readership community and thus, if the ads had a professional, nonjudgmental tone, could help reduce the stigma of sex work. Even within a community with more positive attitudes about sex work (Bimbi, 2007; Koken et al., 2004), MSWs still experience stigma, prejudice, and judgmental attitudes about prostitution.

TABLE 8.1

Levels of Intervention x Levels of Prevention








	 
	PREVENTION
	INTERVENTION



	UNIVERSAL
Community-wide

	UNIVERSAL PREVENTION
All men who have sex with men

[image: image] Educational

[image: image] Informational

[image: image] Promotional: mental and sexual health screenings

[image: image] Pros/cons of sex work

	UNIVERSAL INTERVENTION
All men who have sex with men

[image: image] Advertise programs for those in most need (e.g., drug-using sex workers, those with mental health issues)




	TARGETED
At-risk Groups

[image: image] Promote services through existing venues (e.g., street outreach, banner ads, direct solicitation of escorts on websites)

	SELECTIVE PREVENTION
Young men who have sex with men, low-income and current MSWs

[image: image] Educational

[image: image] Informational

[image: image] Promotional

[image: image] Pros/cons of sex work

[image: image] Rational decision-making

[image: image] HIV education and testing

[image: image] Drug/alcohol abuse screening

[image: image] Mental health screening

[image: image] HIV education

[image: image] Housing programs

[image: image] Treatment

[image: image] Job training

[image: image] Other diversion programs

	INDICATED INTERVENTION CURRENT MSWS
Drug misuse/abuse, inconsistent condom use, dysthymia or any other mental health issue, HIV care

[image: image] Harm reduction for drugs

[image: image] Harm reduction for safer sex

[image: image] HIV care/medication adherence

[image: image] Mental health counseling

[image: image] Exit planning

[image: image] Treatment for addiction

[image: image] HIV care/mental health counseling

[image: image] Job retraining

[image: image] Career change

[image: image] Exit





The goal of universal prevention would be to educate all men about the pros and cons of being a sex worker. This would also include the promotion of sexual health care, testing and treatment for HIV, as well as mental health screenings. Education about substance abuse is also clearly warranted. The potential risks of engaging in sex work should be included, but not framed in a judgmental or fear-based tone, as this might drive men away from participating in a program or working with a particular agency. Nevertheless, it is strongly advised that the actual content and images be developed with the input of a broad selection of sex workers from local areas and target populations. Although the above discussion concerns media advertising, the same principals apply to direct outreach in terms of messaging and staff training.

Universal Intervention

The implementation of universal interventions would be very similar to universal preventions but with the narrower goal of reaching sex workers who may be in need. Health promotion would focus on creating awareness of programs focused on problem areas, such as substance abuse, mental health, housing, etc. Such programs may be sex-worker specific or open to all gay, bisexual, and other men who have sex with men.

Selective Prevention

Selective prevention narrows the focus to places where sex workers are definitely present. Specifically, websites that permit escort listings and escort-specific websites are clearly targets for messages and service promotion. There also may be population subgroups, such as homeless youth and youth-centric cultural scenes, that outreach workers can target. The message and promotion are focused on prevention, such as health screenings and tips for sex worker safety.

Indicated Intervention

As with selective prevention, the focus narrows to places in which some sex workers present are clearly at risk. The goal is to help individuals access the help they need. This may involve direct outreach to drug-using sex workers, HIV positive sex workers, homeless sex workers, etc. Interveners must be aware that drug use, homelessness, and HIV are not discrete problems and may be interrelated with other mental health conditions.

Conclusion

A word of caution: any program, outreach effort, or services that do not address the needs of sex workers will most likely be a resounding failure. Case in point: the Coalition Advocating Safer Hustling (CASH) was funded by the American Foundation for AIDS Research through a grant to the Gay Men’s Health Crisis in New York City during the mid-1990s. There was a clear clash between the sex workers involved with the program and agency staff concerning the governance and mission of CASH (Boles & Elifson, 1998). The sex workers were more interested in an advocacy organization with broad goals, whereas the community-based organization sponsoring CASH was mostly concerned about HIV prevention.

Furthermore, any programs that explicitly serve gay, bisexual, and other men who have sex with men must also provide services that are culturally appropriate to meet the needs of sex workers within these populations (Gaffney, 2010). Many higher-earning male (as well as female and transgender) sex workers (or “escorts”) will not access services that primarily target street-based sex workers. Therefore, it is imperative that service providers address the needs of sex workers and clients as part of serving gay and bisexual men and other men who have sex with men from various communities. This will be accomplished most easily with providers who cater to the gay community or those within urban centers, whereas service providers outside of urban centers might not be prepared or open to serving these men. Even in the absence of structural barriers, there may be some reluctance to provide competent care to sex workers, for to do so may be viewed as “promoting” or “tolerating” prostitution. This chapter seeks to prompt thoughtful implementation of programs and services that will improve the sexual health of male sex workers. Finally, local providers are strongly urged to do their homework and identify problem areas or local trends in risk-taking, such as what party drugs are currently in vogue, as knowledge of their local sex work scene.
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FIGURE 8.5

“Working Man’s Pocket Guide,” another handout from HOOK Online. Reprinted with permission from HOOK Online.

[image: image]

FIGURE 8.6

From the website of HOOK Online, Inc., a U.S.-based grassroots program that supports men who are or were involved in the sex-work industry.
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_________________

*  Figure 8.2 and figure 8.5 are from printed and online materials distributed by HOOK Online, Inc., a U.S.-based grassroots program that supports men who are or were involved in the sex-work industry. According to its mission statement, “HOOK educates men in the sex industry, clients, and the public about sex work to reduce harm and to develop a network of service providers and nonprofit programs.” Their program is about “encouraging dialogue between men in the sex industry about choices for health and wellbeing; promoting visibility and representation of the needs and issues of men in the sex industry within public and private forums; fostering informed discussion about men in the sex industry; encouraging sex industry businesses to recognize their role as conduits in communicating with men in the sex industry by adopting harm reduction efforts as responsible business practice; [and] aiding social service providers to respond in a non-stigmatizing manner to the needs of men in the sex industry.”



We are not surprised that some male sex workers and their clients use alcohol and drugs—people do drink and people do use drugs, often to alter their perceptions of their everyday worlds. What surprises us is that people are surprised when that change occurs. Perhaps the association between male sex work and substance abuse supports deeply held prejudice against the idea that a male would freely choose to engage in sex work as an occupation. Rather than seeing using drugs and violence as forms of exploitation, researchers perhaps need to understand what purpose drugs and alcohol play in recreational sexual encounters and what such things say about masculine behavior and power relationships between men. Some of these behaviors may in fact be interpreted as a reaction to the social stigma associated with male sex work. Recent research has found that, with the increasing acceptance of male sex work as an occupation, drug and alcohol use has been decreasing among some escort groups, such as those that offer a “boyfriend experience.”
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“DEVIL WORSHIPPING MALE ESCORT ACCUSED OF KILLING SUGAR DADDY,” screamed a recent headline in the New York Daily News (Murphy, 2012). The piece described a gruesome murder allegedly committed by an 18-year-old male escort who reportedly participated in “satanic rituals.” The victim, a 36-year-old man who had apparently hired the escort after communicating with him on “gay websites,” was found bludgeoned and stabbed to death (see figure 9.1). The media coverage of the case painted a lurid picture of a mentally unstable young man who had recently begun working as an escort while employed at a low-paying retail chain by day. His victim and presumed client was an older man, a “sugar daddy” (at the age of 36) who reportedly owed the young man a substantial amount of money. The coverage reinforced and perpetuated the stereotype of the male sex worker as young, poor, mentally deranged, and criminal. The client was also portrayed stereotypically, as an older man who was victimized by the young sex worker.

Background

The image of the male sex worker (MSW) or “hustler” has long been associated with illness, danger, and deviance, in many ways mirroring the stigma of homosexuality (Bimbi, 2007; Scott, 2003). Historically, research has framed men’s participation in the sex trade as a symptom of pathology, delinquency, or antisocial behavior (Bimbi, 2007; Scott, 2003; Simon et al., 1992). Young MSWs also have been portrayed by some scholars as masculine heterosexuals who were seduced and indoctrinated into homosexuality by “perverted” older homosexuals (Scott, 2003), while others framed young male hustlers as a threat to their clients and to society (Kaye, 2003). This cultural narrative continues to be reflected in current portrayals of male prostitution in the media, such as the “Satan-worshipping escort” who allegedly murdered his “sugar daddy” client.

The gradual normalization of homosexual identity in research and popular culture has led to a shift away from explanations of men’s involvement in prostitution as a symptom or cause of pathology toward portrayals of MSWs as rational actors engaging in paid labor (Bimbi, 2007; Browne & Minichiello, 1995; Koken et al., 2004). The reframing of prostitution as sex work has been accompanied by an increased focus on public health, particularly the risk of transmission of HIV and other sexually transmitted infections (described further in David Bimbi’s chapter in this volume on MSWs and public health). However, while the framing of male prostitution has shifted from pathology to public health concerns (Ross et al., 2012; WHO, 2012), there has been little accompanying attention paid to the mental health of MSWs.

[image: image]

FIGURE 9.1

“Satan Worshipping Male Escort,” New York Daily News headline for story by Rheana Murray. Source: Mugshot courtesy of Volusia County Jail, Florida

The Social Meanings of Male Sex Work

Research on the mental health of sex workers has largely focused on the needs of women. This may reflect a larger social bias toward framing women as “vulnerable/victims,” while men are seen as rational, agentic, and entrepreneurial, and therefore less vulnerable to emotional problems (Dennis, 2008; Marques, 2011).1 Thus the literature on sex workers in many ways reflects larger paradigms of masculinity (rational, capable) and femininity (vulnerable, hysterical; Browne & Minichiello, 1996). Investigation into the mental health of MSWs in recent years spans two broad domains: (1) the personal impact of participating in sex work—a highly stigmatized activity—and how men manage and resist stigma; (2) the prevalence and correlates of mental health problems, physical health problems, sexual risk behaviors, and experiences or a history of victimization.

While the stigma of homosexuality has waned in the West in recent years (Minton, 2001), men’s participation in “prostitution” remains a stigmatized activity (Browne & Minichiello, 1996; Koken et al., 2004; Morrison & Whitehead, 2005), as the media coverage of the Satan-worshipping male escort shows. MSWs are doubly marginalized, due to their participation in prostitution as well as engaging in sex with other men (Koken et al., 2004). These men must manage their own feelings and self-perceptions relative to being a sex worker serving male clients, as well as the potential judgments of their loved ones. Thus researchers have explored men’s motivations for entering the highly stigmatized sex trade (Mimiaga et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2013; Uy et al., 2004) and their identity-management strategies for coping with or resisting the stigma associated with being an MSW (Browne & Minichiello, 1996; Koken et al., 2004; Mclean, 2012; Morrison & Whitehead, 2005).

Coping with Sex Work Stigma

Several studies have examined cognitive strategies for resisting or managing the stigma associated with being a prostitute. Many MSWs report highlighting the agentic and entrepreneurial aspects of their participation in sex work as a form of resisting being labeled as a prostitute by oneself or others (Browne & Minichiello, 1996). These men adopt a “sex as work” perspective, framing themselves as escorts, companions, or body workers/masseurs, or even adopting the term “sex worker.” Such men emphasize that they are professionals and entrepreneurs who perform a valuable service for their clients (Browne & Minichiello, 1996; Koken et al., 2004; Mclean, 2012; Morrison &Whitehead, 2005). Morrison and Whitehead (2005) describe this framing of escorting as a career as an identity-management strategy that men employ to resist the stigma associated with sex work. As part of this professionalization of sex work, men create and maintain personal boundaries to differentiate “work sex” from “personal sex” (Browne and Minichiello, 1996; McLean, 2012). These internal stigma-resisting and coping strategies help men create a meaningful self-narrative about their participation in the sex industry.

Whatever MSWs may think of their own work, they must confront the stigma associated with being a prostitute when faced with answering questions loved ones raise about their work. Erving Goffman’s (1963) classic theory of stigma management provides a useful framework for interpreting men’s strategies for managing the disclosure of sex work to loved ones (Koken et al., 2004). Some men choose “passing” as their preferred coping strategy, telling no one of their work and creating a cover story if necessary. More commonly, men choose to tell some trusted others—often other sex workers—about their work, a strategy Goffman termed “covering” (Koken et al., 2004; Mclean, 2012). Men rarely report openly identifying as a sex worker, using a stigmaresistance strategy to shift the social meaning of sex work away from stigma, an act similar to what feminist scholar Rhoda Unger terms “positive marginality” (Koken, Bimbi, & Parsons, 2007). Unfortunately, many male escorts—particularly those who work online and independently—report feelings of social isolation due to the perceived need to keep their work secret from loved ones and community members (Koken et al., 2004; McLean, 2012; Mclean, 2012). Conversely, a study of a rural escort agency in the northeastern United States (Smith et al., 2013; Smith & Seal, 2008) found that the escort agency structure and physical space (a large home where men worked and sometimes resided) facilitated socializing with other MSWs and even peers, thereby increasing men’s access to social support.

Studies of stigma coping and resistance strategies have primarily investigated samples of MSWs who enjoy a certain degree of economic and social-class privilege. Men in most of these samples (Koken et al., 2004; Mclean, 2012; Morrison & Whitehead, 2005) worked independently, advertising through the Internet in developed Western nations such as the United States, Australia, and Canada. However, modern research focusing on street-based MSWs and those in developing nations tends to be more epidemiologically focused (Minichiello, Scott, & Callander, 2013); when psychological issues are measured, they typically are limited to experiences of trauma and violence. It is difficult to say if the stigmamanagement and resistance strategies described above (Browne & Minichiello, 1996; Koken et al., 2004; Mclean, 2012; Morrison & Whitehead, 2005) would generalize to men working in less privileged circumstances. However, the stigma attached to men’s participation in prostitution appears to be pervasive, crossing boundaries of geography and social class.

Mental Health Issues among Male Sex Workers

The literature on stigma and coping among MSWs is part of a larger body of work exploring mental health among people with “concealable stigma,” including but not limited to being a sex worker, a sexual minority (such as being gay or preferring less common sexual activities such as domination/submission), infected with HIV, or having other concealable, potentially discrediting characteristics. Thus, MSWs, like others with concealable stigmas, may potentially be more vulnerable to mental health problems (Cole, Kemeny, Taylor, & Visscher, 1996; Frable, Platt, & Hoey, 1998; Huebner, Davis, Nemeroff, & Aiken, 2002; Meyer, 2013; Shehan et al., 2003). These poor mental health outcomes may be related to the chronic stress and social marginalization often experienced by those who engage in stigma-management strategies (Link & Phelan, 2006; Meyer, 2013) and have limited access to social support from peers and loved ones, who frequently are not aware of their stigma (Frable et al., 1998).

Although cross-sectional samples make it difficult to identify the cause or predictor of mental health outcomes, it does appear that MSWs as a population are more vulnerable to mental health problems. This has been found even among relatively privileged samples of men. In one sample of 30 male escorts working at a rural escort agency in the northeastern United States (Smith & Seal, 2007), high rates of psychiatric distress were reported, with 14 of the 30 men scoring in the clinical range. Among street-based MSWs, rates of mental health problems are even higher. One sample of 32 MSWs in a northeastern U.S. urban center reported that over one-third of the sample had been diagnosed with depression at some point, with street-based MSWs the most likely to report a history of inpatient psychiatric treatment (Mimiaga et al., 2009). Among a small sample (n = 12) of street-based MSWs in Dublin, Ireland, half reported suicidal ideation and two-thirds were experiencing severe to moderate levels of depression (McCabe et al., 2011).

Substance Use and Male Sex Work

Given the high rates of mental health issues reported across samples of MSWs, it is unsurprising that substance use and abuse appear to be higher among this population as well. Much of the research on substance use among MSWs concerns its associations with sexual risk behavior (for exploration of this phenomenon, see David Bimbi’s chapter in this volume on MSWs and public health). Again, this focus reflects a larger concern with MSWs as a public health issue, rather than with the mental health of sex workers themselves.

For MSWs, alcohol and/or drug use may facilitate encounters with clients (Bimbi, Parsons, Halkitis, & Kelleher, 2001; Mimiaga et al., 2009) or be used to cope with negative emotions related to performing sex work (Mimiaga et al., 2009). Conversely, sex sometimes may be exchanged for drugs or to earn money to buy drugs, particularly among street-based samples (McCabe et al., 2011; Mimiaga et al., 2009). Men also may use alcohol or drugs for relaxation and entertainment just as others do: use of substances by MSWs should not be problematized per se or immediately assumed to be “caused” by being a sex worker; nor should reporting use of alcohol or drugs (without a measure of substance dependence) be misconstrued as evidence of addiction. However, given the limitations of most research with MSWs (small, nonrandomly selected, cross-sectional samples), it can be difficult to tease out causal relationships (if any do exist) between substance use/abuse and sex work among men.

While substance use among MSWs appears relatively common across venues (e.g., the street, Internet), the types of substances used and patterns of use differ between samples. For example, in one study comparing street-based to Internet-based MSWs in a northeastern U.S. urban center, high rates of alcohol problems were reported, with 50 percent of men screening as potentially alcohol dependent (Mimiaga et al., 2009). Similar findings were reported among a small sample of 12 MSWs working on the streets of Dublin, where more than half the men screened as potentially alcohol dependent (McCabe et al., 2011). Men working the street in a large northeastern U.S. city were more likely to report cocaine or crack use and a history of substance abuse treatment, while Internet-based escorts reported more crystal methamphetamine use, perhaps reflecting the social framing of this as a “club drug” known for enhancing sexual experiences among men who have sex with men (Mimiaga et al., 2009). Among men working at an escort agency in a rural northeastern U.S. town (Smith & Seal, 2007), over one-fourth of the sample reported having a substance problem, and over one-third reported having had such problems in the past. While these samples draw from very different populations and are not large enough to generalize to MSWs globally, they indicate that substance use problems may be very common among MSWs across venues, although differences in the substances abused may emerge between street-based men and those who are escorts, based on local trends and availability of illicit substances.

Experiences of Childhood Abuse among Male Sex Workers

Many researchers exploring mental health issues among MSWs inquire about men’s experiences of abuse as children. The relationship between mental health issues among adult MSWs and childhood experiences of violence and abuse are undoubtedly complex. The few studies exploring this issue are limited by small, cross-sectional samples, and therefore cannot establish a causative relationship between childhood abuse and adult sex work. Nevertheless, rates of childhood sexual abuse appear to be alarmingly high among some samples of MSWs. Nearly one-half (5 out of 12) of a small sample of street-based MSWs in Dublin reported a history of childhood sexual abuse (McCabe et al., 2011). Over 40 percent of men in a sample of both street-based and Internet-based MSWs in the urban northeastern United States reported experiences of sexual abuse as children (Mimiaga et al., 2009). Over one-fourth (28.3 percent) of male escorts in another U.S. city reported a history of sexual abuse as children, and these men also had higher rates of internalized homophobia and reported greater sexual risk behavior with clients (Parsons et al., 2005). Among a sample of 30 male escorts in a rural area of the northeastern United States, only six men (20 percent) reported a history of childhood sexual abuse; however, a majority of the sample (67 percent) reported a history of childhood (nonsexual) physical abuse, which often was not measured in other samples. Overall, it appears that experiences of childhood abuse among MSWs may be common, although not always more common than among comparable samples of gay and bisexual men (Parsons et al., 2005). However, given the lack of large random samples of diverse MSWs, it is difficult to assess whether rates of childhood abuse are indeed higher among MSWs than they are among comparable samples of men who are not sex workers but do have sex with men.

Experiences of Violence among Male Sex Workers

Reported rates of adult experiences of violence or sexual assault at the hands of clients, law enforcement, or other perpetrators are similar to rates of childhood sexual abuse among MSWs. Among male escorts in a rural area in the northeastern U.S., 20 percent reported having experienced physical or sexual assault as adults; it was unclear whether the perpetrators were clients or other individuals (Smith & Seal, 2007). High rates (43.7 percent of sample n = 50) of sexual assault at the hands of clients were reported by young (ages 18-32) male Cambodian erotic masseurs (Davis & Miles, 2012). One-fourth of U.S. street-based and Internet-based MSWs reported experiencing sexual assault as an adult (Mimiaga et al., 2009). Another sample of MSWs from various sex work venues who were attending a sex worker health clinic in San Francisco reported high rates of “sex work related violence,” with 18 percent of the sample experiencing violence from clients, 3.2 percent from a third party (manager/employer/pimp), and 4.8 percent from police (Cohan et al., 2006). In another study, nearly half (48.83 percent) of the MSWs in a Brazilian sample reported experiencing violence at the hands of clients (Cortez, Prado, Boer, & Baltieri, 2011). In one sample of MSWs in the United Kingdom, sexual assault at the hands of clients was reported by just over 16 percent of men; many of these instances of violence related to disagreements over a client’s desire to have sex without condoms (Jamel, 2011). Taken together, these findings indicate that men working in the sex industry are vulnerable to victimization at the hands of clients, law enforcement, or other parties, contrary to the masculinist narrative of MSWs as agentic, and thus less vulnerable, than female sex workers (Dennis, 2008). Certainly, these accounts of MSWs as victims of violence at the hands of clients contradict earlier framing of MSWs, especially street-based MSWs, as antisocial and a danger to clients and the larger community (Kaye, 2003).

Conclusions

A limited number of meaningful conclusions can be drawn from studies reporting on mainly small and disparate samples of MSWs who are drawn primarily from Western developed nations. In fact, it might be fair to question the grouping of diverse populations, such as heterosexual men working the streets of Ireland, relatively privileged gay and bisexually identified male escorts advertising on the Internet in the urban northeastern United States, and impoverished male sex workers in Cambodia (Agustin, 2007; Pisani, 2008). Furthermore, the exploration of mental illness, substance abuse, and trauma among men working in the sex industry continues to reflect a paradigm of male sex work as a social problem (Bimbi, 2007; Scott, 2003), often neglecting an exploration of men’s psychological resilience, health, and coping strategies (Koken et al., 2007). Current research on the mental health of MSWs, sparse as it is, mainly represents the experiences of Western men and draws from samples that are quite small and lacking in diversity. This poses a significant limitation on our ability to draw any real conclusions about the mental health of MSWs as a population, but it does provide a good deal of direction for future research.
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FIGURE 9.2

“Escort Tips of the Trade @ Work,” a handout from HOOK Online. Reprinted with permission from HOOK Online.
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FIGURE 9.3

“Escort Tips of the Trade @ Work,” additional view of handout from HOOK Online. Reprinted with permission from HOOK Online.

In order to move beyond a patchwork of descriptive findings that report rates of mental health problems and experiences of violence among different groups of MSWs, a larger theoretical rationale must be developed to support grouping men under the heading of “sex workers” and determining which variables warrant study. The potential for reaching men working in the sex industry while sampling them within their larger communities also presents an opportunity to examine between-group and within-group diversity in samples of sex workers and non-sex workers. To identify predictors of mental health outcomes, longitudinal research must be conducted, ideally as part of a larger sample of men who may or may not engage in sex work. Some research has identified overlap between samples of MSWs and clients of sex workers (Koken, Parsons, Severino, & Bimbi, 2005; Pisani, 2008), which highlights the complexity of men’s positions within their larger communities and changes in sexual behavior over the lifespan. It is likely that such findings would be more widely reported if researchers were asking a broader variety of questions of their study participants. Finally, research that approaches sex work as only one aspect of a man’s life experience might lead to diversification in the representation of MSWs in the media and a shift in the cultural meanings attached to male sex work.
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Endnote

  1  “Agentic” refers to the ability to make choices.

_________________

*Figure 9.2 and figure 9.3 are from printed and online materials distributed by HOOK Online, Inc., a U.S.-based grassroots program that supports men who are or were involved in the sex-work industry. According to its mission statement, “HOOK educates men in the sex industry, clients, and the public about sex work to reduce harm and to develop a network of service providers and nonprofit programs.” Their program is about “encouraging dialogue between men in the sex industry about choices for health and wellbeing; promoting visibility and representation of the needs and issues of men in the sex industry within public and private forums; fostering informed discussion about men in the sex industry; encouraging sex industry businesses to recognize their role as conduits in communicating with men in the sex industry by adopting harm reduction efforts as responsible business practice; [and] aiding social service providers to respond in a non-stigmatizing manner to the needs of men in the sex industry.”



Christian Grov and Michael Smith paint a vivid picture of early cultures of men who have sex with men (MSM) and their close relationship to male sex work. The history of male sex work closely reflects changes within and changing attitudes toward male-male sexual encounters. Early male sex work occurred in clearly defined spaces, often the underground spaces of cinema, porn arcades, beats, and bathhouses. New information technologies and changing social attitudes have bought male work out into the space of private homes, five-star hotels, organized sex tours, and mainstream cultural venues. These technologies also have allowed greater diversity in terms of services offered and sought. Some researchers have spoken of the new tribalism that has evolved in MSM culture in the last decade. There is now a wide range of highly visible MSM subcultures, which have flourished because of new opportunities for communication provided by the Internet. This has increased diversity and made visible the polymorphous nature of sexual desire, and also created greater opportunity to find peer support in terms of male sex workers’ health needs and general welfare. However, the new “tribalism” also poses challenges in terms of promoting public health. Unlike the early phases of the HIV epidemic, there now are clearly many gay communities to speak to rather than one clearly defined gay community. This noted, there has in fact never been a single gay community. It has always been fluid, contingent, and improvisational, with shifting boundaries and conflicts. This merely reflects the diversity among MSM in terms of how they themselves perceive and live their lives. Post-AIDS researchers have described increased division within gay communities, as men develop diverse responses and sexual expression relative to HIV. Thus the term “tribes” has been suggested as one that accurately describes homosexual sociality. Indeed, there is wide variety among the male sex workers who service MSM and their diverse tastes, once again making male sex work a microcosm that reflects wider changes in MSM cultures and subjectivities.
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A Look Back: Technology, Culture, and Sex (Work)

Gay Print Media in the Post-Stonewall Era

Money and sex have always made the perfect couple. We can look back at the ancient Greco-Roman world, where some commentators complained about the high price of the attractive male companions favored by the nobility (Polybius, 1979). Or, we could talk about the young working-class men involved in prostitution during the sexually repressive Victorian era (Perkins & Bennett, 1997). But, if we want to review a more recent history of male sex work, we might start with the advent of the post-Stonewall gay press. It was only after Stonewall that the gay community came out from the shadows and asserted itself as a player on the national stage. With increased openness came both a larger sexual marketplace and an expanded means of reaching potential customers.

Few gay publications existed prior to the Stonewall riots and the burgeoning gay civil rights movement of the late 1960s (Meeker, 2001). The first to openly declare itself a homosexual publication was the Mattachine Society’s ONE Magazine, which began publication in 1953 and continued until 1967.1 It was soon followed by The Ladder, started by the Daughters of Bilitis in 1957.2 However, the gay social environment was too closeted and too well policed for a broadly disseminated press, or for much open communication to occur between men interested in buying or selling sexual services (Higgins, 1999; Kennedy, 1995). People rightly feared to reveal themselves due to rampant discrimination, as the stigma that attached itself to being an identified homosexual was associated with inordinate personal and professional consequences (Bullough, 2002). The gay print media was constantly harassed, ignored by potential advertisers, and had precious few outlets for dissemination. It was not until 1958 that the U.S. Supreme Court unanimously reversed a lower court ruling to establish the right to distribute gay media through the mail. It previously had been considered obscene by the U.S. Postal Service, which had refused to handle issues of ONE Magazine.

Such conditions meant that, until the opening provided by a national gay civil rights movement, opportunities to advertise any type of sexual services were very limited. There were a few broadsheets that could be picked up in gay clubs or bathhouses, but they were not widely available and one had to visit such a venue to get them (Harris, 2001). Furthermore, going to a club or other gay-identified establishment carried its own risks, and many people did not even know such establishments existed, or where to find one if they did (Bullough, 2002). Thus, such publications as these were often were passed from hand to hand among groups of friends in limited social networks that did not extend far beyond the limits of a small gay community. Simply possessing such a publication carried the chance of being “outed,” of being identified as a homosexual.

The post-Stonewall expansion of a more publicly acknowledged and truly gay print media changed everything for people selling sexual services that catered to same-sex interests (Blumenfeld & Raymond, 1993). Businesses and independent sex workers who previously had relied primarily on word-of-mouth could now place ads in their local gay press. Gay-oriented newspapers and magazines could be sent directly to people’s post office box or home address, discretely packaged in plain envelopes or wrappings. Perhaps because of a more open sexual climate in the gay community, sexual service providers found a friendlier reception in the gay press than in more mainstream publications.

An Expanding Marketplace for the Commodification of Gay Sex

The very gradual lifting of homophobic repression that began in the 1960s—at least in some major U.S. urban centers—created a small but real space for the growth of a gay marketplace (Sender, 2003). A raft of gay publications such as The Advocate and the Gay Blade began to appear in print, and with them emerged whole pages devoted to gay-oriented classifieds and to businesses open to working with the gay community, such as bars and bathhouses. With greater exposure to a larger marketplace, the traditional venues for sexual activity became more widely known and utilized. One could pay to enter a specific type of environment where homosexual interactions occurred in a facilitated manner. Locations such as X-rated cinemas, bathhouses, and pornographic video arcades allowed men to pay a fee to enter in order to locate potential partners for sex, or perhaps even for voyeurism or exhibitionism (Gagnon & Simon, 2005). Typically the location provided a sexualized environment that was relatively secure from outside intrusions. Everyone in that environment had similar goals and needs, which allowed them to find potential partners with much greater ease.

Male sex workers were present in venues such as gay bars both with and without the management’s knowledge (Harry, 1974). When the management knew and approved, a sex worker paid them either a cut of their earnings or a flat fee to do business. Typically called “hustlers,” this type of male sex worker could count on a ready supply of customers and a degree of protection from the dangers and vagaries of the street (Visano, 1991). In the gay community, some bars and dance clubs gained a reputation for allowing hustlers to work on the premises (Miller, 2003; Reitzes & Diver, 1982). Known as hustler bars, these venues allowed potential clients and customers to mingle in a more relaxed and social atmosphere than, say, a bathhouse or porn shop (Luckenbill, 1985). These clubs would offer go-go dancing and male stripper revues, frequently as a way for sex workers to show themselves off, make a little extra money, and get to know the clientele so as to foster more lucrative one-on-one meetings later in the night, either in a back room or off site. To a trained eye, these establishments differed from other gay clubs due the more polarized age of the patrons, as they had a high frequency of older clientele mingling with solicitous younger men (Harry, 1974).

More widespread availability of advertising opportunities and other means to gain exposure allowed these establishments to piggyback onto the gay press. Some types of business were relatively new, such as telephone chat lines where, for a fee, one could talk to another man in a sexual way. Such telephone lines, which generally charged a certain rate per minute, allowed users to connect with paid providers, people who would engage in phone sex and “telefantasies” for money. Often these providers assumed a particular persona that would match the requests of the callers using the service. “College jock” or “bear” were common, but one could find most any persona deemed desirable by a potential caller and fill most any sexual taste. Users and providers of these services entered into the mutually agreed-to fantasy that, in real life, the chat line host actually was the persona they assumed during the phone call. Whether or not this was true was less important than the provider being able to create a realistic fantasy experience for the caller (Flowers, 1998).

A variant of paying a provider for phone sex was the all-male party line, where men paid a fee to enter a telephone chat room with other men with the mutual assumption that they were interested in sexual talk and banter. None of the participants were paid for this type of call-in service. Users instead paid a fee for the privilege of having access to the space itself—an environment in which they could express themselves in ways that likely were not possible in other areas of their lives. Men could call to look for real-life sexual encounters, and many came into the space looking for either a sense of connection with other men in similar situations or for some type of otherwise unattainable fantasy experience.

These types of telephone services permitted customers, those both in the closet and out, to express aspects of their needs, desires, and identities that they believed would not otherwise be safe to enact. This pre-Internet space afforded men an opportunity to live out and perhaps even experiment with parts of themselves that remained hidden from others in their social networks. From the anonymous safety of a telephone chat room or in the seclusion of a one-on-one phone call, the customer could meet some of his needs without risking anything other than a few dollars. He could actively participate in fantasies and assume different roles without having them intrude into his regular life. The situation was controllable with clear and defined physical boundaries. It could easily be escaped if needed, simply by hanging up the phone. There was no risk of exposure, and such services met the needs of men who could not or did not want to go to an actual physical space for paid sexual interactions.

Male Prostitution Enters a New Era: The Print Personal Ad

Although telephone lines could provide an excellent fantasy experience for pay, many men desired a real-life encounter with another man. For them, searching through the personals could be an effective way to find someone to hire. Instead of having to cruise the street to find a hustler, men could search classified ads for a man who might fit their requirements and meet their needs. This minimized risk for the customer in terms of “getting caught” and of having an unsatisfying encounter. Furthermore, personal ads were an especially effective means for small-scale sexual entrepreneurs to advertise (Harris, 2001). A reasonable fee could buy an ad that would be read by thousands of people. For the first time, a broad gay sexual marketplace came into existence, one that effectively brought the customer a range of potential sexual service providers. Peppered among the ads to cure lonely hearts, sell real estate, and locate roommates were advertisements for masseurs, escorts, and the newly emerging telephone chat lines already discussed.
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FIGURE 10.1

Covers of two historically significant gay publications, ONE Magazine and The Advocate. Both signaled the gradual lifting of the repression of homosexuals.

Men offering sexual services now had a venue other than the street or hustler bar through which to seek clients. The early venues contained a number of disadvantages that sex workers might want to avoid. On the street, a male sex worker was more vulnerable to police harassment or to being attacked, and he had a more difficult time sorting through potential customers to select the best offer in terms of pay or desired sexual practices. Furthermore, a male sex worker would have to cruise the streets without any guarantee of pay. If he worked in a hustler bar or for an agency, the sex worker would have to sacrifice part of his income to the establishment. This decreased his earnings and meant that he had less control over his work environment, customer selection, and job experience.

Working through the personal ads was perhaps safer, as customers could be prescreened to some degree. It was easier, customer solicitations came via the mail, potential customers could be compared, and one could negotiate fees and sexual preferences with interested parties before ever meeting. Therefore, the personal ad accelerated growth in a new category of male sex worker: the independent escort. Working men became quite sophisticated in describing their available services in three lines or less. Although legal and editorial restrictions limited what one might say in a publicly published venue, even in the relatively friendly gay press, certain code words and turns of phrase could communicate a great deal in a fairly limited space.

Home Videocassettes Open a Vast Market

The sexual marketplace for men seeking men expanded slowly through the 1980s and 1990s. As more men gradually came out of the closet and/or at least became more aware of their sexual attraction to other men, they sought increased opportunities in that marketplace as both customers and providers (Walters, 2001). The emergence of videotape equipment for the home resulted in a booming business for pornographic films. What had been a relatively small industry blossomed in just a few years into a network of production and distribution companies that could generate real money. No longer limited to showing films in theaters or arcades, distributors expanded their reach. Stores that sold gay porn in print quickly accommodated themselves to offering videocassettes as well.

Home use of gay pornographic films also expanded in what seemed like exponential fashion. Men could order films through catalogs that sent the tapes to their homes, discreetly packaged, without ever having to venture into a gay-identified establishment. Men who had access to a local porn shop and felt safe enough to use it could acquire such films in that locale, along with a growing supply of toys, lubricants, magazines, and books. Some mainstream videotape rental outlets in the larger cities even had gay porn among their X-rated straight offerings. One no longer needed to view such material in a public venue; it now could be seen in the privacy and security of the home, minimizing risk of exposure and increasing the ability to review the material as many times as one wished—alone or with company. The ability to choose among a vast array of titles and themes afforded men interested in sex with men choices that they had never before experienced.

The increased demand for pornography also meant an increased demand for actors willing to appear in films. This marketplace in gay videocassettes created recognizable porn stars who developed specialties and followings that corresponded to the type of sexual activity portrayed in their movies. Men working in gay porn ranged from the ranks of escorts and hustlers to professionals who worked only in the film business (Thomas, 2010). They could earn decent money for their work in a market that seemed to have an insatiable demand for new and ever more professionally produced content. Actors could boost their incomes by doing personal appearances at gay-oriented events, as male strippers, or by engaging in other forms of sex work such as escorting. Having appeared in a gay porn film allowed a sex worker to command higher fees, and customers enjoyed being able to meet and perhaps even have sex with the men they had seen in their porn movies. Fantasies could be made into reality—for the right price.
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FIGURE 10.2

Screenshot from the “men seeking men” section of Craigslist, a classified advertisements website.

The Internet Changes Everything: Sex Work Goes Digital

The emergence of the Internet as a commercial venue in the mid- to late- 1990s accelerated the development of the sexual marketplace for gay-oriented content in ways that both paralleled and diverged from the introduction of videocassette players almost two decades earlier. The Internet, like the videocassette, allowed customers to enjoy sexual services from their own homes, giving them what they wanted when they wanted it, as well as privacy, convenience, and security. It also allowed customers to do more comparison shopping, often with online pornography catalogs, and to buy exactly the content they desired at the price they were willing to pay. They also could preview films online and order those they liked, or download them onto their home computer. The Internet also allowed people to buy short clips of sexual scenes.

Other types of sexual goods and services could also be sold in virtual stores, and it was not long before all types of sexual markets catering to men interested in men emerged online (Rimm, 1994; Thomas, 2010). Customers now were able to purchase rights to view live webcasts of performers engaging in sexual activities, which sometimes permitted the customer and performers to chat online during the show. This made customers feel more like part of the live action, and performers sometimes allowed the customers to direct what action occurred. These online pornographic shows gave sex workers another lucrative source of income, one that could take place at home and supplement other forms of sex work or employment.

Sex workers offering clients direct sexual services could post online personal ads for strippers, escorts, and masseurs, much as they had done in print. Such services could be advertised on general-purpose websites and electronic bulletin boards (Lee-Gonyea, Castle, & Gonyea, 2009), or on websites specifically geared to sexual services (Smith & Grov, 2011). Sex workers paid a fee to post their advertisements, which could include long descriptions of their services as well as photographs and short videos, which was not possible in print. This allowed sex workers to present a more professional face and to reach potential customers in a more compelling and targeted manner. These websites developed variable fee scales so that a sex worker could gain more exposure and have additional advertising options by paying a higher fee.

By the early 21st century, sexual service providers had a range of Internet venues where they could advertise. They could post a free ad on general-access websites such as Craigslist, but these might not reach the desired customers and the type of information they could include was limited. Nevertheless, general-access websites were a good option for the occasional sex worker, men just starting in the business, or those with limited economic means. Men in this category might also place ads on personals websites where men wanting to have sex with men were looking to connect.

The interactive nature of the Internet presented opportunities for sex workers and their customers that print and electronic media never could have done. It allowed men on both sides of the marketplace to talk anonymously via electronic chat rooms and email. Clients and sex workers could prescreen each other, thus reducing the risk of unwanted exposure, injury, or other negative consequences. This interactive chat room environment also enabled men to solicit sex by offering cash for sexual services, whether or not the man he propositioned identified himself as a sex worker.

Both providers and customers in the virtual sexual services marketplace have developed new ways to connect that increase convenience, safety, and satisfaction. Male sex workers regularly communicate with one another through Internet forums specifically for men working in the industry (Smith & Grov, 2011). Here they can exchange information, discuss best practices, and educate each other on the ups and downs of their work. Clients also have developed websites where they can rate escorts they have hired, discuss pricing, and talk about the etiquette of being with a paid sexual partner. This helps smooth the way for new clients who might not know what to expect, and also makes the sex worker’s job easier. Such open discussion simply was not possible before the Internet.

A Look Forward

It is safe to say that gay and bisexual men are no strangers to marginalization. It was not until 1973 that homosexuality was declassified as a mental illness from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, and in subsequent decades, gay and bisexual men continued to struggle for recognition and equal rights. In the 1980s and 1990s, HIV/AIDS entered the spotlight as primarily a “gay man’s illness,” seen by some as punishment for behavior they considered immoral or abhorrent (Shilts, 1987). Nevertheless, the HIV/AIDS epidemic laid the foundation for the modern gay social movement. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, well-developed, openly gay characters found their way into broadcast television and onto the silver screen (Grov, Bimbi, Parsons, & Nanín, 2006), representing a shift from either ignoring or stereotyping gays in the mass media. Recent years have seen increasing national attention given to reducing homophobic bullying in schools, particularly in light of a rash of teen suicides by youth who were either “out” or perceived by their peers to be gay. Meanwhile, the fight for same-sex marriage and equal rights for gay couples continues to be polarizing, pitting families, religious groups, and politicians against each other. However, there have been two recent historic breakthroughs in the marriage equality movement. In 2012, Barack Obama became the first sitting U.S. president to publicly announce support for same-sex marriage. And, in June 2013, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled as unconstitutional some parts of the 1996 Defense of Marriage Act, which had barred the federal government from recognizing same-sex marriages.

Given the history of homophobia and the persecution of gay and bisexual men, it is no surprise that researchers have found that many gay and bisexual individuals have waited to come out about their sexual identity until they are financially independent from their family and socially independent from the community in which they were raised (Nardi & Schneider, 1998). Recent studies suggest, however, that today’s gay and bisexual youth are coming out at earlier ages, even though they still may be financially dependent on their families (Grov et al., 2006; Mustanski, Newcomb, Du Bois, Garcia, & Grov, 2011). This puts them at risk of being forced from their home, sometimes leading to housing problems or homelessness (Padilla, 2007; Smith & Grov, 2011). Gay and bisexual youth may face a number of barriers to earning an income (Mustanski et al., 2011) and may pursue nontraditional or illegal means of earning money, food, or housing—including selling drugs, stealing, or becoming involved in sex trade (Clatts, Goldsamt, Yi, & Gwadz, 2005; Lankenau, Clatts, Welle, Goldsamt, & Gwadz, 2005). Thus, although the social climate for gay and bisexual individuals has improved, a certain segment of younger gay and bisexual men are still at risk of being in economic straits, and sex work may seem the only viable solution.

Many gay and bisexual men choose to hide their identity out of fear of rejection and social persecution, and the possibility of being forced from their homes. Many workplaces lack protections for individuals based on sexual identity, and it was not until 2010 that gay, lesbian, and bisexual individuals could serve openly in the U.S. armed forces. Some gay and bisexual men may even attempt to live as if heterosexual, marrying a woman and having children, yet their sexual attraction to men remains immutable. These men may act discreetly on their same-sex desires. In decades past, this sometimes took place in public restrooms where men, usually closeted, would convene to have sex (these spaces were often called tea rooms), risking arrest and physical harm (Humphreys, 1975).

Today, closeted men often look for partners in more discrete ways, such as searching for partners on the Internet, that do not involve visiting public environments where they could be outed. However, closeted men may not be interested in establishing a relationship with a same-sex partner, seeking instead discreet, quick encounters that enable them to act on their same-sex desires. Hiring a male escort is one means of achieving that goal, as such encounters can be planned and they give the client greater assurance of discretion and confidentiality (Smith & Grov, 2011).

Sexualization of Gay Identities Has Created More Acceptance of Sex Work in the Subculture

Today, urban centers across the U.S. are home to concentrations of gay and bisexual men colloquially called gay neighborhoods, gayborhoods, or gay ghettos, such as Boystown in Chicago, the West Village in New York City, and The Castro in San Francisco. These communities formed in large part as a reaction to gay oppression and often are seen as meccas for those leaving areas where there is no visible gay community (Egan et al., 2011; Levine, 1979). Given the historical oppression of gay individuals, it is no surprise that overt expressions of sexuality within concentrated gay communities are often seen as symbols of gay pride and freedom, as a way to reclaim that which has been suppressed. These developments have led to the reification of subcultural norms. In this section, we discuss gay pride parades, gay print media, gay bars and clubs, and gay men’s use of the Internet.

Annual gay pride marches—which often include politicians and gay-friendly businesspeople as well as proud members of the leather and bear communities, drag queens, and topless lesbians riding motorcycles—commemorate the 1969 Stonewall riots and the symbolic birth of the modern gay rights movement. They are a celebration of gay culture and gay identity—of being able to be in public and openly associate with other gays (Johnston, 2005). Because of the sexual freedom often displayed during pride parades, they have drawn the ire of some self-described “family-friendly” and religious groups as inappropriate and immoral.

Overt expressions of sexuality are in fact ubiquitous throughout gay culture and gay media (D’Emilio, 1983). In gay neighborhoods, one can find gay bars and clubs, gay coffee shops, gay-friendly restaurants and shops, gay-themed bookstores, and a variety of adult book/video stores (Lauria & Knopp, 1985). As mentioned, major cities throughout the U.S. have local gay print media, which feature sexually neutral materials such as events at bars and clubs, reviews of gay-friendly restaurants and hotels, and political stories of interest to gay readers. These publications also often feature more explicit sexual content, such as reviews of pornographic films, interviews with porn actors, sex advice columns, and advertisements for public sex venues such as bathhouses and sex parties, gay hookup websites, and escort and erotic massage providers.

Erotic dancers are a mainstay of many gay bars and clubs (Boden, 2007), where the commodification of gay sexuality is at its peak. However, gay men’s consumption of sexuality is not limited to physical spaces and tangible print media. Data suggest that the Internet is the place where many gay men today seek potential sex partners (Liau, Millett, & Marks, 2006).

The larger social environment in which gay men live is often hostile to queer expression, but in gay neighborhoods, it is generally expected and even celebrated. This has created an environment ideal for the commodification of sexuality that includes paying to enter a space in which sexuality is being displayed, such as a bathhouse or strip club, tipping an erotic dancer for his sexual performance, or paying someone for sex.

Escorting Covers the Expenses of Living a Gay Urban Life

As mentioned, concentrated gay neighborhoods have sprung up throughout urban centers in the U.S. and in many parts of the world. Urban living tends to be more costly than rural living—home prices, taxes, and insurance are higher, basic staples like milk and fuel cost more. Trendy neighborhoods, including gay neighborhoods, command premium prices for rentals and home purchases, as well as for everyday expenses like groceries, and they tend to attract higher-priced restaurants, shopping, and entertainment. To avoid these costs, single gay men may have roommates or live in more affordable neighborhoods that are not so gay friendly. Living outside a gay enclave may mean they have to hide or be more discreet about their sexual identity out of fear of disapproval or even violence from neighbors. It also may mean they have few physical spaces available to meet and socialize with other gay men.

In addition to being present in gay culture, many men also choose to “look the part.” This can include adopting trends in fashion, music, speech, and body language. There is strong evidence that many gay men are concerned about the way they look and about their body image (Kaminski, Chapman, Haynes, & Own, 2005; Peplau et al., in press) and that physical traits, such as muscularity, are intimately tied to perceptions of masculinity and, in turn, to sexual positioning (Moskowitz & Hart, 2011).

Around the world, gay men tend to migrate to urban gay neighborhoods. Younger gay men may do so to escape homophobia in their hometowns, or simply to live in an area with a flourishing gay community. Because of their age, young gay men often lack sufficient job skills and work experience to earn an income that will support the expensive lifestyle of urban gays. In our study of male escorts working for a single escort agency in Pennsylvania (Smith & Grov, 2011), we found that these men had a common goal of material wealth (the proverbial “American Dream”); however, many also recognized that only nontraditional means of making a living would help them reach that goal. In essence, these men found they could earn the equivalent of an entire day’s wages from a minimum wage job by seeing just one client. In essence, sex work was a way for these young men to achieve their desired material standing more rapidly.

With the sexualized environment and the commodification of sexuality found in urban gay centers, young gay men may quickly recognize that in these places, there is less stigma associated with engaging in sex work, there is an ample market of potential clients willing to pay top dollar for sexual services, and sex work may be a viable method to achieve their economic goals more quickly, and with more flexible work hours and independence.

Research suggests that full-time escorts are less common then men who engage in escorting to supplement another, more reputable source of income, or to make some fast money to pay off a credit card bill, for example. However, both full-time and more casual escorts can enjoy the boost in income, which may make it possible for them live in the heart of the neighborhood they desire and to participate fully in the gay lifestyle.

Conclusion

Throughout history, gay and bisexual men have been marginalized and persecuted, which often meant that men interested in sex with other men had to hide their sexual identity and behavior and engage in clandestine sexual encounters. With the gradual easing of such oppression, and perhaps as a means of reclaiming what had been so long repressed, gay and bisexual communities have sexualized aspects of their public and private culture. This sexualization involves the more open expression of masculine sexuality, where a willingness to pay for sexual products and services carries far less stigma than it does in the heterosexual world. Over the decades, the gay community has used the most recent trends in communication and technologies to reify gay culture, including the commodification of sexuality. As illustrated in this chapter, there are common threads running between gay culture, sexuality, and the commodification of sex, including sex work. Thus, male sex work in all its various forms reflects the pressures on, and the norms generated within, gay culture.
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Endnotes

 1   The Mattachine Society, founded in 1950, was one of the earliest homophile/homosexual organizations in the United States.

 2   The Daughters of Bilitis was the first lesbian civil and political rights organization in the United States.



What is refreshing about this chapter is that it gives some attention to the issue of exiting sex work, whereas most research on male sex work has been focused on people entering. In terms of what brings people into sex work, most early accounts assumed sex work to be a product of exploitation and economic survival. Only recently has there emerged a professional discourse on male sex work in which it is examined as a rational career choice. Exiting sex work might also be considered a choice. If we can develop a better understanding and appreciation for the factors associated with exiting, it would help service providers deal more effectively with the health and welfare of male sex workers. Exiting sex work also brings into focus the mature male body and mature masculinities. Much of the research on male sex work has focused on the youthful male body and youthful expressions of masculinity, which promotes the idea that male sex workers are typically young men who have been exploited by older clients. The idea that older male sex workers could be desired by younger clients has remained largely unexamined, yet a cursory examination of escort sites from around the globe indicates that men of all ages are engaged in sex work.
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Introduction

In recent decades, there has been increasing interest in male sex work among academics, policymakers, and those offering specialist service provision to male sex workers (MSWs). The research literature in the UK context has primarily explored the female sex worker, and the policy and legal discourses have focused on males only as clients, pimps, traffickers, and abusers—which is how male identities often have been constructed in the UK sex work policy context (Gaffney, 2007; Kingston, 2009, 2010; Whowell & Gaffney, 2009; Whowell, 2010). However, the 2003 Sexual Offences Act made all prostitution-related offenses gender neutral. As a result, sex work should now be understood as involving male and transgender people as well as women, at least in the legal context.

Of course, men and boys have engaged in sex for commercial and exchange purposes at least since recorded history. Evidence of male sex work dates back to biblical times, and references in ancient images, literature, anecdotes, and even police records verify its longstanding existence around the globe (Dynes, 1990). The male sex industry has not developed in isolation but in relation to other societal developments and new technologies. For example, the pornography industry boomed in the late 19th century with the advent of motion pictures, and some of the earliest examples of male-on-male pornographic film date back to the 1920s (Thomas, 2000). In the mid-20th century, male sex work was recognized as a facet of sexual subcultures; MSWs and other men who had sex with men were often “lumped into similar categories as ‘sexual deviants,’ occupying similar and overlapping ideological and geographical spaces” (Miller, 2005, p. 1).

A changing understanding of the male sex industry can be traced in the emergent research literature. In the U.S. context, Bimbi (2007) has suggested that research emerged in four interconnected and overlapping waves that began with a focus on male sex work as a psychiatric disorder in the 1940s; it shifted in the 1950s and 1960s to putting male sex workers into typological groups; in the 1980s and 1990s, the focus became HIV transmission and infection; and, most recently, there is a surge of interest in sex work as work. In the UK context, Whowell and Gaffney (2009, p. 104) offer a framework of understanding that details the ways the identities and bodies of MSWs have been socially (re)constructed through the research discourse in six phases from the late 1970s onward. The first phase, Revolution and Revolt, describes research conducted post-WWII to the late 1970s, which was a period when homosexuality was partially criminalized, homosexual men were considered to be mentally ill, and engaging in sex work was positioned as a type of rebellion. The next body of work emerged in the 1980s and centered on street-based sex workers; it is described under the theme, Retribution and Revenge. Within this theme, MSWs are largely constructed as victims and as experiencing multiple types of chronic social exclusion. Following this, from the late 1980s to the early 1990s, the Repressed and Revived discourse centered on MSWs as “vectors of disease,” as commercial sex at this point was perceived to be an important source of HIV transmission. In the mid-1990s, as research fell under the heading of Reformed and Rebranded, researchers began to diversify and explore other types of sex work beyond street-based engagement. Following this and prior to the publication of the Home Office (2004) consultation, “Paying the Price,” which represented the first substantive engagement with prostitution policy since the 1957 “Wolfenden Report” was published, a new research theme emerged, Rehabilitated and Rescued, which focused on the exploitation of young men engaged in street sex work, with an emphasis on rescue and diversion. Finally, Whowell and Gaffney suggest that the current research discourse positions sex workers as laborers, businesspeople, and those using sex work to explore different types of body work and sexual experiences, and thus they define this theme as Recognized and Rejuvenated (adapted from Whowell & Gaffney, 2009, p. 104). In both the UK and U.S. research contexts, the time periods and associated discourses are overlapping.

This body of work, along with more recent scholarship, provides the context for this chapter, which offers an overview of the debates concerning male sex work in the UK, with a particular focus on specialist service provision, as well as the service needs of male sex workers.

Defining Male Sex Work

The research literature describes sex work practices in various ways, and those engaged in sex work also use varied terminology to describe their practices. For example, Gaffney (2012) reported 12 different responses to a 1996 study that asked 88 MSWs how they defined themselves in the context of their work, including “rent boy,” “tart,” “escort,” and “personal trainer.” Indeed, some men may not actually perceive their practice as sex work, seeing it instead as a way to meet basic needs, explore sexuality, or even as a type of therapeutic practice (Gaffney, 2002; Smith, 2012). Most recently, Atkins (in press) argued that the exchange of intimate practices (which may or may not involve sex) can represent complex relationships between the sex worker and client, and sometimes result in longer term relationships.1

Nevertheless, defining sex work as a form of labor is a much discussed conceptualization in the literature that is sometimes embraced by sex workers themselves, as it “prioritizes attention to the skills, labour, emotional work and physical presentations that the sex worker performs, [and] has been the theoretical underpinning of legal and social changes that have made provisions for legitimate sex work” (Sanders, O’Neill, & Pitcher, 2009, p. 11). Some have argued that the feminist debate about whether sex work is in fact a type of work or is always and inevitably exploitative has largely been superseded by a vast body of empirical research demonstrating that sex work in its varied forms is actually “a more complex reflection of cultural, economic, political and sexual dynamics” (Brents & Hausbeck, 2001, p. 307).

This view reflects the notion that sex work is diverse, that it takes place between a variety of people, in multiple settings, and for a multitude of reasons. Weitzer (2010), for example, presents the polymorphous paradigm, which he suggests “holds that a constellation of occupational arrangements, power relations, and worker experiences exist within the arena of paid sexual services and performances,” and that it is “sensitive to complexities and to the structural conditions resulting in the uneven distribution of agency and subordination” (p. 26). Smith (2012), on the other hand, seeks to understand the experiences of male sex work from a position wherein the “understanding of commercial sex … [is] both historically and culturally contingent and also socially and politically contested” and ultimately is “a set of meanings and practices which have no inherent truth” (pp. 591-592). She draws from poststructuralist work and postcolonial feminist scholarship that “view commercial sex as implicated in but not determined by social structures.” Atkins (in press) goes further, looking at sex work as exchanges of “intimacy” that may or may not involve “sex itself.” He explores how the process of exchange is shaped by “affective energies” in “situations of encounter,” within which what was being “earned was often more than money, [and] what was being sold was more than a time limited service.” Sex as work may be embodied within these conceptual frameworks, but they also offer a more contingent way of understanding the multiple performances, sexualities, and identities associated with sex work.

The social, cultural, and geographical context in which sex work takes place is therefore important in understanding processes of identification, as well as the experiences and needs of male sex workers; as Wilcox and Christmann (2008) note, “the nature of sex work is not necessarily oppressive and … there are different kinds of worker and client experiences which encapsulate varying degrees of victimisation, exploitation, agency and choice” (pp. 119-120). This view is applicable across sectors, of which, as Gaffney (2012) has noted, there are many, ranging from street and opportunistic sex workers (often selling sex to meet basic needs or survive), to erotic dancers and strippers (working in clubs for male and/or female clientele, or working independently for private functions), to “kept boys” (men who exchange sex for a lifestyle and are financially/economically “kept” by another person), and institutional prostitution (sex for exchange in prisons and other institutions), as well as independent and agency escort work (those providing sexual services in an incall or outcall capacity).

As the literature and evidence from practice suggest, men engage in sex work for a range of reasons, and there are multiple routes into the sex industry, including “available labour options, issues of choice, coercion and experiences of violence” (Bryce et al., in press). The context in which sex work takes place, as well as how and between whom, has a significant impact on how individuals experience the work. It is therefore troubling that, over the last 10 years or so, the overwhelming focus of sex work policy and practice in the UK has been limited to the female street market. Although street workers are certainly worthy of considerable attention, off-street workers are a much larger sector of the sex work industry in the UK. Moreover, the common assumption in policy and practice contexts that there are fewer males than females engaged in sex work is, Smith (2012) argues, based on flawed logic:


In empirical terms, the focus on women tends to be justified (if it is justified at all) on the grounds that the “vast majority” of sex workers are female; indeed a huge amount of theoretical weight rests upon the shoulders of this empirical assertion and yet it has never been interrogated empirically. (Rather, the words “vast majority” are uttered and, like a rabbit in a hat, all male and transgender sex workers magically disappear). (p. 590)



The next section explores the gendered policy and practice context in the UK in a little more depth.

Sex Work Policy and Provision of Services: But What about the Men?2

Over the last decade, there has been a flurry of activity relating to national policy approaches to sex work in the UK. In Scotland and Northern Ireland, moves have been made to criminalize the purchase of sex, in a step toward the Nordic Model in which the purchase of sex is prohibited under law but the sale of sex is not. This model, which is informed by a narrow and arguably dangerous radical feminist agenda, favors heterosexist readings of prostitution while ignoring queer embodiments of sex work (Bryce et al., in press; Laing, Smith, & Pilcher, in press).

There had been little activity in the national policy context in England and Wales since the publication of the “Wolfenden Report” in 1957, until the Home Office published “Paying the Price” in 2004, which preceded the new “National Strategy” published in 2006. The “National Strategy” provided guidance from the national level as to how sex work should be managed at the local level.3 However, after the Coalition government (Conservatives and Liberal Democrats) came into power in 2010, the “National Strategy” was replaced with “A Review of Effective Practice in Responding to Prostitution” (Home Office, 2012), which reflected the broader “localist” agenda of the government in power at the time.
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FIGURE 11.1

The UK Network of Sex Work Projects guide, “Sorted Men,” geared toward men who sell sex. Source: http://www.uknswp.org/resources/
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FIGURE 11.2

SohoBoyz, a key service provider for male sex workers in the UK, provides a needs-assessment program.

The journey to the publication of new national policy guidelines is an interesting one, especially when considered through a gendered lens. The focus of the “National Strategy” was almost solely the street-based female sex worker, with little consideration of men and other women working in different spaces (Whowell, 2010). Indeed, the publication noted that the earlier “Paying the Price” provided “scant information on male prostitution” (Home Office, 2006, p. 9). The failure to consider MSWs at this critical stage—especially since the 2003 Sexual Offences Act made all prostitution-related offenses gender neutral—can be considered an oversight at best, a dangerous omission at worst. When referring to male sex workers, the “National Strategy” stated that the government would provide guidance for those offering specialist service provision to male sex workers around support and exit; however, these guidelines were never published. The failure to acknowledge that men and women can be both sex workers and sex buyers reflects the radical feminist ideology and discourse that drove the “National Strategy,” which positioned all prostitution as a form of violence against women and failed to acknowledge evidence of the vastly varied experiences of the men, women, and transgender people involved in the sex industry (Bryce et al., in press). Indeed, the overarching theme of the critical policy literature (see Brooks-Gordon, 2006; Cusick & Berney, 2005; Gaffney, 2007; Soothill & Sanders, 2004) is that the “National Strategy” had a moralistic ideological agenda that sought to challenge and abolish the sex industry, rather than to address more pragmatic issues such as the health, safety, and well-being of sex workers. In contrast, “The Review of Effective Practice” (Home Office, 2012) does consider health and safety, recognizes different methods of supporting sex workers, and has a somewhat more gender-nuanced approach.

Nevertheless, the reality is that there are fewer specialist services available for men engaging in sex work than for women; this is especially true outside major urban centers. Existing services generally offer crisis-intervention packages that attend to sex workers’ immediate needs, such as homelessness, access to funds, health care, support with criminal justice system issues, as well as intervention work and harm minimization that is focused on sex work (see, e.g., Irving & Laing, 2013). However, Gaffney (2012) also identified a number of key services needed specifically by men working in off-street contexts, including those related to sexuality/gender identity, immigration status, dealing with the stigma of sex work, competing for clients in a saturated market, life skills, having a large number of sexual partners (paying and nonpaying), and the pressure to engage in “bareback” sex (i.e., without a condom).

The penultimate section of this chapter adds to the existing body of work by documenting the specialist service needs of male sex workers, and it details the findings of a survey exploring the needs of men working in the sex industry in the UK.

Male Sex Work: A Needs Assessment

The needs of men who sell sex are contingent and multiple. There is a range of intervention approaches; men will access different services for different needs at different times in their lives, and some will never access services. Those who do must receive services that meet their specific needs if the intervention is to be effective. One way services can reach out to men selling sex is through the provision of resources. For example, the UK Network of Sex Work Projects guide Sorted Men (see figure 11.1) is a downloadable resource for men who sell sex. This type of resource is especially useful for men working in areas where specialist service provision does not exist.

Justin Gaffney and SohoBoyz conducted a needs assessment of MSWs that was funded by the Department of Health (see figure 11.2).4 They collected data from a survey completed by men working in various contexts between April and September 2009; 109 surveys were filled out, 63 were completed fully, 46 only partially, as some people chose not to answer some questions. Participation in the survey was promoted through specialist service providers in Manchester, Brighton, and London, via the SohoBoyz website, and through advertisements in Gay Times and Boyz magazine.

The surveys were completed in a variety of settings, including at projects that support sex workers and in the places the men worked, including flats, brothels, parlors, streets, bars and clubs, and at home. Those who completed the survey worked in a range of settings, including brothels and parlors and the streets; some participants engaged in escort work both independently and via agencies; some men also worked in pornography, offered massage, and worked opportunistically in public sex environments. Those who took part were offered a Sohoboyz condom bag as a thank-you. The survey included 113 questions that covered basic demographic information (age, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, relationship status), reasons for engaging in sex work, involvement with pornography, clients, sexual health, mental health, education and life skills, drug and alcohol use, access to specialist services, body image, and plans to exit sex work. What follows is a snapshot of the key findings.

Demographics

The participants were predominantly male (97 percent); there was one transgender respondent, and another identified as “queer, male bodied.” The age range was 17-55, with a mean age of 26, and the majority filled out the survey in three cities, London, Manchester, and Brighton. A majority (72 percent) self-identified as White British, White Irish, or White “Other,” while the remaining respondents identified as Black or as being from an Asian country or from Europe. Most identified as homosexual (72 percent), but some identified as heterosexual and bisexual. Two people identified as queer and one as “a man who loves other men.” The majority were born in the UK (82 percent); the others were from Spain, Venezuela, Poland, Portugal, Germany, the Czech Republic, and Russia. At the time of the survey, more than 25 percent of participants were in a relationship with a man and 16 percent with a woman; 21 said their partner was aware of their sex work, and more than half of these said that engaging in sex work had caused arguments in their relationship. Only seven participants said they had children.

The most common reason participants gave for entering sex work was economics and because it was their choice to sell sex. Others were offered money in a public sex environment and/or entered sex work through opportunistic methods, such as being introduced to sex work by a partner/boyfriend/girlfriend/relative or responding to an advertisement. Six people said they started selling sex because they had no money, were introduced by “other guys,” or were desperate and homeless, as these two participants explained:


I had no money and no accommodation in a city I knew nothing about. I met a man on the street, we started talking, and in exchange for housing me, he wanted me to give [him] sexual services for free.

I was working as a waiter in [a private members club in] London and being paid poor money and feeling very alienated and lonely as a gay man. I saw an article in the paper about sex workers in [a known area] and I felt drawn to what could constitute more of gay community—at least I judge that now in retrospect. I was also desperate for money in a context that was not homophobic.
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FIGURE 11.3

How Participants Describe Their Involvement in Sex Work (n = 69)

Participants were also asked to describe their involvement in sex work. As seen in figure 11.3, most participants (36 percent) used sex work as an occasional means to make money, 28 percent classed their sex work as a main source of income “for now,” and 26 percent said they enjoyed sex work. Only 10 percent reported that they sold sex to support an addiction; in fact, many participants said they did not use drugs at all (38 percent) or that their drug use was not a problem for them (42 percent). Only five said their drug use was a problem and that they would like help.

Most respondents stated that they drank in moderation; 42 percent stated that they only had one or two drinks at a time, and 20 percent said they drank enough to feel drunk. Only six participants said they drank too much and that it was a concern, but not one said they wanted help with this issue. This reflects the broader theme running through the data that most men surveyed made a choice to sell sex at that time of their lives for financial reasons rather than having to support an alcohol or drug addiction.

Education, Life Skills, and Income

Participants were asked in the survey about their education and life skills. The findings revealed that nearly half of participants were university or college graduates, and a five had postgraduate education, including an MA (or equivalent) and/or a PhD. A further 35 percent had only completed a secondary education, four had completed primary/elementary school, and six had no education. Several respondents did show an interest in developing life skills and furthering their education, including attending university (25 percent) or attending classes based on personal interests (26 percent), such as photography; an equal number wanted to improve their education more generally. Others said they would like to develop life skills (e.g., money management, 20 percent), take some sort of practical class (e.g., computing, 15 percent) or vocational course (e.g., plumbing, 13 percent), and several wanted to take a course to improve their English. One participant stated that he would like to go to college to help facilitate a move abroad, while another saw education as an opportunity to change his lifestyle: “I would just like 2 sort my head out an look 4 a job like a normal person I hate da life I av now its horrible I just wish things were different.” Only one-quarter of respondents had no educational or vocational aspirations.

Half of the participants said they sold sex to supplement their income and that they could stop when they chose to (see figure 11.4). The second largest group (17 percent) said that engaging in sex work was central to their survival at that time, so they had no choice and did not enjoy it. Although this statement could relate to men engaged in street or opportunistic sex work, the data revealed diverse responses:


My situation means that I currently sell sex to survive. As I have a broken employment history, I find it difficult to seek suitable other work that would satisfy me. I am intelligent & have abilities, but history, qualifications & references are lacking, so work that I can achieve is often below what I am capable of. I sell sex as I can offer a good service with this. I would like to find a way out of selling sex, but feel trapped with a lack of options of what else to do.
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FIGURE 11.4

Responses on Income, Choice, and Sex Work (n = 69)

Nearly 15 percent said that their engagement in sex work was voluntary and that sex work was their main source of income and it would be difficult to stop; 12 percent said they enjoyed sex work and were in control of their engagement; and just 3 percent revealed that someone was making them sell sex. One participant commented, “It’s a supplement, but I am independent, in control and I enjoy it.” Another said,


I am also dissatisfied with this aspect of my income and feel a bit trapped in it—it’s “what I know” and relatively easy to get income—albeit sometimes with psychological cost … Sometimes I do enjoy aspects of my work and can see its value—especially in terms of the massage element and in a therapeutic element, to tantric massage where one is involved in healing.



In response to questions about how participants spent their income when they started to sell sex, for nearly half the most common answer was on their social life, going out, and luxuries; the next most common was on household expenses (41 percent), savings (22 percent), and drugs (19 percent). As levels of drug dependency were low in the sample, much of this spending is likely to have been on drugs for recreational use. About one-fifth used income from sex work to supplement their existing income, the rest used it to support family, children, and/or a partner, and to pay for studies and health care; one person said they were made to work for someone else. Several commented that they used the money to pay debts, the mortgage, accommodation costs, food, and other bills. One participant commented:


When I started I could make 100 pounds a day—which was not bad in the ’70s—but most of it went on funding my life in gay night clubs—which was the only community I knew or felt attracted to. Later money went on getting an apartment in [London], funding therapy and lots of organic food.



When asked if sex work was their main source of income in the past four weeks, 50 percent said yes and 46 percent said no; the rest preferred not to answer. Other sources of income for the participants included fulltime professional jobs, service and care-type jobs, cash-in-hand type work, and selling drugs.

Clients, Sexual Health, and Exiting Sex Work

Survey participants offered information about their clients or paying partners, and in this context they discussed their sexual health when engaging in sex work. When asked how they met their clients, the most common response for nearly half of the sample was via chat rooms, followed by online agencies or escort websites (26 percent). Many also had regular clients who would contact them when they wanted to buy services (33 percent). About one-fifth used advertisements in the gay press or local newspapers to seek out clients, while others had clients come to their working flat, worked via an escort agency or in a massage parlor/brothel setting, or sought clients in bars/clubs or on the streets. Three participants said that other sex workers had introduced them to clients, and one described exchanging sex for accommodation: “This is the first time I have sold sex in exchange for services. Initially it was in relation to overnight accommodation and now in exchange for temporary accommodation with the one gentleman in question.” Most participants saw four or five clients a week.

The survey also addressed issues of health and safety. Although 39 percent had never experienced violence or theft from a paying partner, nearly half of the participants had experienced clients refusing to pay after the service had taken place, and a third had been verbally abused. A quarter had also been victims of physical abuse and nearly the same amount subjected to threats of physical abuse. Only 10 percent of those victimized had reported it to the police.

Almost half of the participants had worked in pornography or erotic modeling as well as sex work; of these, 28 percent have engaged in bareback sexual activities. Linked to concerns about sexual safety, the survey included questions about the participants’ knowledge of post-exposure prophylaxis, or PEP, which is a post-exposure treatment for the HIV virus. Some had a good understanding of PEP and had used it, but nearly one-fifth revealed that they did not really understand what PEP is and nearly one-third said they had no knowledge of it.

Despite the risk of HIV and other STIs, in the previous 12 months nearly 50 percent of participants had taken an active barebacking role when having sex with paying and nonpaying partners, and 30 percent had engaged in receptive barebacking. Of those who responded to these questions, more than one-quarter felt they had been at risk of contracting HIV in the past 12 months and the same number felt that just having sex created a risk of contracting HIV. Nearly three-quarters of respondents were content with the safety of sexual acts with paying partners, and the majority said they had not been diagnosed with an STI in the last 12 months. The most common infections among those who had were chlamydia and gonorrhoea.

Across the sample, participants revealed that they had accessed a range of National Health Service offerings and other sexual health services. Of those who accessed services, 70 percent said the service they received was “great” or “good” and that they would encourage a friend to attend the same service. About one-fifth said the service was okay, and less than 10 percent said they were not happy with the service and would not recommend it to a friend. Although nearly 60 percent of participants stated that they agreed they would be happy to tell the professional taking their appointment that they sell sex, about the same number said they had never accessed an outreach service for sex workers. Of those who had, a majority agreed that they would be happy to disclose to the outreach service that they sell sex.

Finally, the men were asked a series of questions about leaving the sex industry. They were presented with a range of statements about getting out; the results can be seen in figure 11.5.

The figure indicates that, of the 69 participants who responded to this section of the survey, nearly 60 percent agreed that they are making a positive choice to sell sex and will stop when they are ready because they are in control of what they do. However, more than a third agreed that selling sex was a negative experience, that they did not like doing sex work, and that they would stop as soon as they could. Nearly 20 percent said they would stop doing sex work when they did not need the funds for drugs or alcohol, 40 percent that they would exit sex work if they were able to secure better paid work, and nearly 25 percent that they would exit sex work after they had completed their studies. Others indicated that they would leave the work when they were “too old” (although how old was too old remains unclear), when they had made enough money (again, how much was “enough” was not indicated), or when they could no longer get paying clients. More than one-third answered neutrally when asked whether they would like to sell sex for as long as they can, and about the same number responded neutrally when asked if they would stop selling sex if they discovered they had HIV, suggesting that some men would continue with sex work if they had a positive HIV status.
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FIGURE 11.5

When Participants Say They Will Leave Sex Work

Discussion and Conclusion

This chapter has presented empirical evidence on the service needs of male sex workers, based on a survey of 109 primarily male respondents. Although it is not possible to argue that the findings represent the needs of all men who sell sex, the data revealed several important issues related to delivering progressive services. It is interesting to note that the findings revealed a lack of coercion, force, or exploitation among the participants, and that many men had chosen to engage in sex work at that point in their lives as a way of generating funds for the long, medium, or short term. Many said sex work was a supplementary source of income used to fund lifestyle choices rather than to survive; indeed, about half of the respondents said they were not dependent on their sex work income and that they were in control in terms of stopping. The data generally emphasized the voluntary nature of sex work. The participants were in the main highly educated; nearly half were university/college educated and five had postgraduate qualifications. This contrasts sharply with much of the research literature, which focuses on survival sex work, wherein many of the men are documented to have experienced multiple aspects of chronic social exclusion. The data presented give credence to polymorphous conceptualizations of sex work and demonstrate that radical feminist arguments positioning all sex work as always violent/exploitative and involving only women as workers are fundamentally flawed, as well as empirically inaccurate.

Almost half of respondents had worked in pornography; their responses highlighted a number of issues for sexual health services, in light of practices of barebacking evident in this part of the industry. Given concerns in the group about contracting HIV while engaged in paid and unpaid sex, having unsafe sex while working in pornography is an area requiring further study, as well as interventions from the appropriate services. Linked to this is the fact that nearly half the respondents had limited or no knowledge of PEP, which should be a key consideration, due to the fact that nearly a third of respondents felt that they had been at risk of contracting HIV in the previous 12 months. Moreover, the same number felt that they were at risk every time they had sex. Despite this, over half of the sample were happy with the services they received from sexual health providers, and over half felt comfortable disclosing their sex worker status to professionals. However, nearly 60 percent of respondents had never had any contact with outreach services. It would be interesting to explore this further, although it is likely that the limited number of specialist service providers for men engaged in sex work in the UK contributed to this finding.

The rate of robbery and violence among the participants was considerable, and a high level of verbal and physical abuse was common in paying partner relationships. When appropriate, service providers should consider offering referrals to specialized interpersonal violence services. The very low rate of reporting incidents to the police is also concerning, as sex workers should have full access to the criminal justice system and the protection afforded by the law. Specialist service providers thus should seek to make sex workers aware of reporting options, including the right to report anonymously. Given that sex work is a gendered discourse in and of itself, with most of the workers presumed to be female, the barriers for reporting violence specific to MSWs should be an area of further study. In the UK, unlike the rest of Europe and elsewhere, MSWs (as well as sex workers of all genders) are able to report anonymously into the National Ugly Mugs Scheme, which is a national database for recording violence committed against sex workers, with intelligence from the reports being passed on to the police. Members are also able to access “alerts” via the scheme about incidents where sex workers have been targeted, which helps them avoid making bookings with potentially dangerous individuals. It is recommended that this be used by sex workers and practitioners as a way of increasing reporting and of accessing support where appropriate.

The discussion around leaving sex work primarily reinforced the men’s claim that engaging in, and leaving, sex work was under their control. It was interesting to note, however, that most of the men said they would leave sex work when they were “too old” to continue. Further research around aging sex workers and retiring from the industry would provide important information about the different service needs the men might have along this trajectory and whether the type of services provided should change over the life course.

The data presented in this chapter offer unique insights into the experiences of men selling sex across the UK in multiple spaces; few previous studies have explored such a wide range of sex industry experiences in multiple locations. What is interesting, however, is that the themes emanating from the research have been coherent across space and place: most men make an economic choice to sell sex, most do it of their own free will, most are not addicted to drugs and alcohol, and most will exit when they decide it is appropriate for them. The data also present new avenues of research relevant to those practitioners delivering front-line services to male sex workers, including sexual health in pornography, equal access to the criminal justice system, limited contact with outreach providers, and continuing sex work at an older age. Contrary to current trends in the UK policy context (with Scotland looking toward the Swedish model), these data offer evidence that men engaged in sex work are often in control of their decisions and practices and exercise agency in the choices they make. The findings could be incorporated usefully in both local and national policy contexts, as they offer a strong starting point for understanding the service needs of male sex workers in the UK. In sum, the needs of men selling sex are multiple and varied, and specialist services must be creative in their efforts to engage men and offer service provision that truly meets their needs.
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Endnotes

1    Although the men Atkins engaged with during his research sought to exchange sex and intimacy for money, goods, and services, he argues that the term “sex work” does not adequately describe the sometimes complex relationships between men (or “lads” as he describes them) and their clients.

2    This chapter heading is adapted from Gaffney (2007).

3    Although Brooks-Gordon (2006, pp. 46-47) notes that there were seven government reports published by four government committees on prostitution between 1928 and 1986, these were not considered in “Paying the Price” or the “National Strategy.”

4    SohoBoyz was a social enterprise working with male and transgender sex workers in London from 2007 to 2010. It was a holistic service with a primary focus on training, development, and educational opportunities for men selling sex.
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Because male sex work has been closely linked to male homosexuality, official reactions to male sex workers often mirror those to homosexuality. In geographic areas where male homosexuality is actively policed, such as in Africa, a two-tiered approach to male sex work has typically emerged in which clients are punished and the sex worker is subjected to welfare-based interventions and treatment. Prior to the HIV/AIDS epidemic, homosexual acts in Africa were policed on the basis that male sex work typically involved the abuse of younger men by older men. Following the appearance of HIV/AIDS, regulation of male sex work in Africa was instead justified on the basis of a public health crisis. While there were calls for draconian interventions, including the quarantine (essentially imprisonment) of at-risk populations, some public health interventions in Africa adopted a more liberal approach, which relied on individuals and communities to take responsibility for their own health care. Health officials attempted to devise strategies for disease control that included the participation of communities (real and imagined) that the virus affected. This voluntarism approach to the problem of HIV/AIDS was supported by many gay leaders, civil libertarians, physicians, and public health officials, who demanded that education provide the central, if not sole, response to the virus.
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Background to the Research: Aims and Objectives

The aim of the present study was to explore the social contexts, life experiences, vulnerabilities, and sexual risks experienced by men who sell sex in Southern and Eastern Africa, with a focus on five countries: Kenya, Namibia, South Africa, Uganda, and Zimbabwe. These issues were explored in the context of a participatory workshop and focused groups conducted with male sex workers (MSWs). Held in Johannesburg in December 2011, the workshop was underpinned by a definition of MSWs as “any man who accepts money or goods [favor, reward, value] in exchange for sex with another man” (Kellerman et al., 2009). The aim was to explore personal life stories as a way to achieve an understanding of the subjective circumstances and experiences of men who sell sex in these countries. We focused in particular on the experience of men who not only sold sex to other men but who, for the most part, self-identified with same-sex sexuality.

The work also sought to develop new and more effective means of representing MSWs through a respondent-driven approach, which included a seed/snowball method that involved follow-up work in Kenya and Namibia (Magnani et al., 2005). The MSWs who took part in the research represented different contexts on the African continent and a cross-section of personal experiences. They also were among those who might support and develop ongoing leadership for male sex workers in Africa. Against this background, our exploration included three distinct but overlapping areas:


Social contexts, including the geographic and political contexts of male sex work.

Sexual practices, including sexual activities, roles, identities, and internal and external responses to the labels designating both men who have sex with men and male sex workers, as applied popularly and in HIV prevention work.

Structural and personal risk factors, including a range of themes related to personal and social responses to male sex work within the context of marginalization and human rights violations, the absence of explicitly protective laws, HIV and AIDS, substance abuse, sociopolitical influences, family, culture and taboos, religion, stigma/prejudice, internalized phobias, and legislation.
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FIGURE 12.1

African countries studied by the authors of this chapter.

Exploring these issues enabled us to develop a profile of key concerns related to understanding male sex work in the region. We specifically sought to add to the qualitative analyses of the social contexts and health-seeking practices, human rights scenarios, social and personal vulnerabilities, and HIV-related risks among men who sell sex in specific settings in the five countries. We sought specific information on male sex workers’ life stories, social vulnerabilities, and sociosexual practices and risks. It is important to note that this information represents the particular viewpoints of certain individuals and thus should not be considered an analysis or assessment of the countries represented per se but, rather, a presentation of personal views that are indicative of differences and similarities across countries in the region (Magnani et al., 2005). These viewpoints were explored in context as being relevant to the development of advocacy, representation, rights, HIV prevention, and health promotion for men who sell sex in Africa.1

Context: Sexualities, Sex Work, HIV, and Social Justice

In some African countries, sexual and gender minority peoples have, over the last few years, become more visible and vocal in claiming their legal and social rights, including rights to HIV prevention, treatment, and care. This has occurred against the background of complex and resurgent homo-prejudice and hate crimes in parts of Africa, wherein same-sex sexualities have been increasingly subject to pernicious legislation and prejudice (Okal et al., 2009). Within this broader context, the basic HIV prevention needs of the majority of men in Africa who have sex with men are typically underserved, most often because of prejudice and/or denial in many countries that such men exist, including within civil society and government bodies (Baral et al., 2009; Nguyen, 2005). Moreover, the risky sexual practices, social vulnerabilities, and prevalence of HIV among men who have sex with men remain significantly underresearched and consequently are poorly addressed in HIV prevention programming (Kellerman et al., 2009). A recent study conducted in Malawi, Namibia, and Botswana, for example, found that men who have sex with men who are over the age of 25 are more likely to be HIV positive and to practice unprotected sex than younger men in the study cohort. Moreover, they are more likely to engage in concurrent sexual relationships with men and women, significantly blurring any meaningful differentiation between what might be designated as homosexual and heterosexual life worlds and HIV epidemiologies (Baral et al., 2007; Baral et al., 2009; Fipaza, 2010; Mannava et al., 2013; van Griensven, 2007).

Research on male sex work in Africa has revealed an alarming paucity of adequate HIV knowledge and health care (Mannava, et al., 2013; Sanders, 2007). Much of the limited research to date has taken place in Kenya, where studies of male sex workers in Mombasa, for example, found that many young MSWs do not consider themselves at risk from HIV and sexually transmitted infections (STIs). Moreover, they are inclined to self-treat STIs because of prejudicial attitudes among health-care providers toward, for example, men presenting with anal STI symptoms. Police often are similarly prejudiced or hostile when men who sell sex attempt to report sexual abuse or violence. Overall, men selling sex in Mombasa were typically found to have significantly low self-esteem and to need improved counseling and psychosocial support.2 Moreover, recent research has reported an increase of sex tourism in Mombasa and of MSWs having unprotected sex with female clients.3

Research in Pretoria, South Africa, found that men who sell sex to other men are more likely to have anal sex with men than are men who have sex with other men but do not sell their sexual services (41 percent and 21 percent, respectively). Men who sell sex to other men also are far more likely to have female sex partners than other men who have sex with men (45 percent and 19 percent, respectively; Fipaza, 2010). However, the data on male sex work in Africa are among the sparsest worldwide in terms of research on HIV, sexuality, and health.

To date, much research on male sex work in Africa and elsewhere has focused on sex work as a means of survival and/or transactional sex, or as a behavior especially associated with sexual risk and HIV transmission. Such emphases have tended to diminish understanding of the nuanced motivations and life experiences of sex workers, especially the complex interrelationship between sex workers’ sexual subjectivities, their sex work practices, and their attitudes toward HIV. Focusing on these issues is particularly important in research on the experiences of men who sell sex to other men, as there often is a distinct and complex “interplay between self-realization, sexual desire, social interaction, and public health discourse” (Lorway et al., 2009) in the context of such work. For example, MSWs often may not experience a pronounced differentiation between commercial and noncommercial sexual activities if selling sex takes place, for instance, in social and sexual spaces where men who have sex with men socialize. A sense of oneself as a man who has sex with men or as a male sex worker may often overlap, as the social scenes where male-to-male sexual encounters occur may blur with the social and economic contexts of sex work. This is not to say that a similar blurring does not occur among female sex workers or in other contexts of sexual practice, but the issues described have a particular relevance for men who sell sex, especially in the African countries represented here, where social contexts for male-to-male sexual expression are often limited and prejudice toward men who have sex with men socially and men who sell sex to men is equally strong.

Subjectivities and Narratives

The social and subjective contexts of male sex work in Africa are far from straightforward, nor are they easy to characterize in any uniform or linear sense. Male sex work cannot be viewed within a narrow prism and instead must be considered first within the relevant culture and social contexts in which men who sell sex live as human beings, and second within the context of selling sex as means of earning a living, getting by, or surviving. Given this, the individual stories of male sex workers become especially important as a means to learn how such men live their lives and make sense of their experiences, risks, and vulnerabilities. We focused on the following concerns to determine how they might be relevant to improving and reconfiguring rights-oriented HIV prevention and sexual health promotion work with MSWs in Africa:


Stories of resilience and achievement. With a view toward countering associations between sex work and poverty, we sought to identify some of the positive aspects of sex work.

Subtexts and power. We sought a nuanced understanding of how the underlying difficulties sex workers face often relate to complex social contexts of power and prejudice, including masculinity, role identity, and heterosexist norms and morality that are enshrined in community and ancestral beliefs.

Sexual life worlds. We explored the subjective and social context of people’s sexual lives and the salience, or otherwise, of differentiating between sex work and sexual experiences, including identity, self-esteem, and the power of fantasy and fetish.



During the workshop discussions and activities, we also explored some of the words and labels associated with male-to-male sex, including culturally specific language and the values attached to particular words. For men who took part in the workshop, it was important to stress that, before being known in terms of any label that might designate same-sex desire or practice (men who have sex with men, sex workers, men who sell sex for financial reward, gay, moffie,4 etc.), the participants wanted to be respected as human beings outside potentially reductive associations with categories of sexuality. At the same time, participants recognized the political power that can come with being labeled a male sex worker or a man who has sex with men, which is important to most forms of organizing and collective actions in terms of rights and advocacy pertaining to the selling of sex and/or same-sex sexuality. Given this tension, during the workshop we explored participants’ attitudes toward ethical representation, and the words, terms, and language that were important to them as people involved, in one way or another, in rights-based work pertaining to sex work.

The study participants recognized the salience of different terminologies in different contexts. The term “MSM”—men who have sex with men—for example, is readily recognized as a terminology in HIV prevention work in Africa and internationally, but male sex worker, or “MSW,” is less well understood in the African context, where male sex work has been so poorly researched. “LGBTI” (and variants thereof) may be seen as generally inclusive, and it alludes to the allied politics that male sex workers often share with LGBTI individuals, which they may not share with female sex workers.5 Nevertheless, MSWs who took part in the study stressed that they often feel excluded or stigmatized by “LGBTI people” in the context of community-based organizations for sexual and gender minorities, where men who sell sex might not be welcome. As such, male sex workers often find themselves caught between differing discourses and contexts of activism, social support, and health intervention/HIV prevention; they are not always well represented in sex worker activism, although this is significantly improving in Africa; and they are not necessarily fully included in social action for sexual and gender minorities.

During the workshop, against the backdrop of these issues, we explored a number of men’s life stories, a few excerpts of which are given here. These stories might be read as revealing resilience, among other qualities, and offer some personal reflections on the experience of selling sex.

Story 1

My mother was a teacher and sent me to private schools. At the age of 12, I was invited to play netball, not knowing the game was being recorded. My father saw me on TV [and] when he arrived at home … [he] ignored me. My father told my mother that he did not have time for a “moffie dog.” While my father was out I packed my bags and ran away from home.

I started sex work (and drinking) at 13. I continued with school until I matriculated at 18. I joined the Rainbow Project to develop my leadership qualities and to work with the LGBT [community] in Namibia. I am currently busy with my law degree.

Story 2

I am from Zimbabwe. I have a son. I have a diploma in human resources by qualification but I got deeply involved in politics in my country. I had been assaulted as a political activist and had to run away. I left Zimbabwe for South Africa. I worked as a waiter, but the money was not enough to support myself and my son. A friend told me he was sleeping with men for money and it was easy cash. I struggled to imagine myself sleeping with another man.

He took me along to his clients; they bought him drinks and paid him well. He complained about me depending on him. One day I decided to try it for myself. I made sure I was drunk first and I slept with a man. He paid me well and I was so happy and excited I tried to plan what I was going to do with the money but it didn’t last. So I had to go back. I got myself drunk and had sex for money again. I didn’t think of myself as a sex worker at the time. I realized that it wasn’t too bad and earned money this way to take care of my girlfriend and son. I have joined [the Sex Worker Education and Advocacy Taskforce] as a counselor, the Desmond Tutu Foundation, and Health4Men.

Story 3

I was born in Kenya, on the slopes of Mount Kenya. I was born in a family of eight, five boys and three girls. I realized I was gay [a] long time ago. I was eight years old when I realized I like boys.

I remember years ago when I went to Mombasa. I was staying in a hotel and spoiling myself. One day I ran out of money. I went to the streets [and] met some gays and they introduced me to sex work. I also met a friend. She and I became very close. She found out she was HIV positive. When she was sick, she asked me to take care of her son. I began the legal adoption process, which took three years to successfully complete. Now I have a son I love very much. His mother passed away. I fell in love and started a life with my lover. He bought me a nice beautiful house that cost millions.

I moved to Nairobi and carried on with sex work there. I went to church; I got “saved.” Even though I was saved and highly involved in church as a choir leader, I carried on working discreetly with members of the church. I started having pastors as clients and now I only work with pastors and high-profile clients, like professors.

I dream of starting a home for children of HIV-positive parents. So far I have founded a clinic for sex workers, HOYMAS, to help young men with HIV/AIDS and STDs. I am a peer educator at Sex Workers Outreach Program.
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FIGURE 12.2

Protestors affiliated with the Sex Worker Education and Advocacy Taskforce (SWEAT) march in a demonstration in South Africa, wearing t-shirts that read, “Stop harassing us and tackle real crime.”

Although some sex workers overcome a great deal and may become advocates for others, they may well live through a range of complex and painful experiences that have profound and lasting effects. The participants in the present work stressed the recursive relationship between sex work and their sexual and emotional lives. While men who took part in the work certainly had various strategies for delineating boundaries between commercial sex and their sexual and emotional lives more widely, many also had established enduring romantic and emotional relationships with clients that blurred the boundaries between their work, love, and emotional lives, and which disrupt any simplistic or reductive definition of male sex work.

Advocacy, Sex, and Work

The MSWs who participated in the present study compared their work with other professions, such as nursing, noting some similarities in the context of work. They identified intimacy, touch, and healing as the binding theme and often referred to sex work as a form of “therapy” for clients, who might have relationship concerns, “intimacy deficits,” and sexual preferences that could not be expressed elsewhere. They cited one key difference with many other professions—the lack of legislation, including labor and occupational health rights, around appropriate working practices for sex workers. Many of the men saw this as a good thing, as it could keep them free of surveillance and registration that might be used to control sex work. The men shared a strong desire to see sex work decriminalized, with health and human rights seen as symbiotically linked, and they shared the view that sex work is work.

Another consequence of putting restrictions on male sex work is that, if MSWs were to seek rights as sex workers, it could be difficult for activists to claim such rights if these men did not necessarily identify what they do as a profession or even conceptualize what they do as work. These issues may differ somewhat between male and female sex work, as unionization has been much weaker among male sex workers. However, in Kenya and South Africa, there is a move toward mobilizing male sex workers and their joining political movements.

The participants identified some of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats involved in sex work and the potential for stronger advocacy among MSWs in Africa. Some characteristics of the work were understood to be both positive and negative. Fun and play, for example, were identified as a positive aspect of sex work but also a weakness and potential threat in that too much emphasis on fun or the immediate gratification of needs among some male sex workers stops them from taking sexual health and the threat of HIV seriously. Forming coalitions with other sex workers was another opportunity/potential threat in terms of competition from female sex workers, which could prejudice them toward one another and get in the way of common activism, organizing, and advocacy. This subtle view of sex work, including gender bias, highlights the need for further research on the topic and for a greater focus on HIV prevention and sex workers’ rights.

Discrimination toward male and transgendered sex workers and intercommunity hostility varies between countries, though all are influenced by sociopolitical factors, human rights movements, and other contradictory realities (Wojcicki et al., 2002). South Africa, for example, has passed laws that protect the rights of LGBTI people but are only partially effective in reducing prejudice, and they do little to protect or change attitudes toward male sex workers (Dunkle et al., 2007). Male sex workers from other countries reported working in pernicious political and religious contexts. MSWs from Zimbabwe, for example, reported some direct hostility from the Anglican Church, and men from Kenya also have experienced prejudice from religious groups, but more from people of the Islamic faith than from Christians. Some in each country have experienced xenophobia, especially migrant sex workers, including ostracism and exclusion from other sex workers.

Secrecy, Intimacy, and Power

One of the key attributes of sex workers (both male and female) is that they often keep clients’ secrets. Of course, the sex work transaction itself may be a secret, but clients also share secrets with sex workers about their lives that they do not share with others (“the unseen patron”; Sullivan & Simon, 1998), which can create a certain kind of intimacy beyond the intimacy (or otherwise) of sexual acts. This paradox holds the diverse expressions of intimacy, sexual needs, private fantasies, and especially power, as keeping secrets may give the sex worker a certain kind of power, although the client in many ways will determine the parameters of what is shared and concealed in the sex work relationship.

Male sex workers’ experiences cannot easily be classified or characterized through associations with poverty, survival sex, and HIV. The landscape of male sex work is more than a sexual transaction and is composed of powerful and intricate interactions and strategies that involve issues pertaining to masculinity, gender variances, relationships of care, and what might be thought of as unconventional liaisons. This is portrayed in the following stories:


I met one man who told me how he was not paid the night before by a client. The client also verbally abused him. He seemed traumatized and I offered to take him to a clinic for counseling. While at the clinic we took an HIV test and he found out he was HIV positive. We went to a government hospital. The nurses just stood in front of everyone and shouted out loud to the people waiting for assistance: “If you have HIV, go to room 9, TB room 12, and STD room 8.” Everyone left at that moment. (workshop participant from Nairobi)

I introduced Josh to sex work. Peter, a client I knew well, wanted a companion, and he and Josh established a serious relationship. Sometime thereafter my sister told me that Josh was sick. I decided to visit him at his house.

When I saw Josh, I could not believe what I saw. He had a gorgeous physique and it was all gone. He had found out that I was sick too and he would not talk about his health. He kept asking me if I was fine. He was so concerned about me when all I had was a cold and he was in a really bad state. Every time I asked him if he was fine he would dismiss it and claim he is fine.

Later, when I was at training, I received a message that Josh was taken to the hospital. To his last moment, he didn’t tell anyone that he was HIV positive. To go for testing he had to be accompanied by a supportive person, otherwise the clinics would not allow it. I found out that at one point Josh had sought help from my sister to go for testing, but it never happened.

I found out thereafter that Peter always refused to use a condom, so [he] intentionally infected Josh. The memories of leaving the HIV course, introducing Josh to Peter, Josh refusing to talk to me about it [is] still on my mind. (workshop participant from Windhoek)



The present study focused on understanding sex workers’ life experiences beyond cultural labels or stereotyping, or accounts of risk practices or vulnerabilities, and toward a more personal, psychosocial view of research participants as people engaged in their own worlds who address risk and vulnerability in their own lives and the lives of others in complex ways. Male sex workers (and sex workers in general) not only sell sex but also are involved in nuanced relationship trajectories of power, intimacy, and control with their clients and other stakeholders, such as health-care providers and police, which can result in exclusion, for example, from mainstream health services and orthodox routes to social justice. MSWs may be the bearers of secrets, which can empower them but also limit them; for example, if a sex worker reveals secrets about clients, he will likely lose them.

In-Country Work

After the initial workshop, we followed up with MSWs in two of the five countries, Kenya and Namibia. The purpose of this aspect of the research was to find out more about the lives of male and transgendered sex workers from their own points of view as the initial stage of a longer-term strategy to develop new research conducted for and by sex workers in Africa. It also was intended to inform and improve representation of male and transgendered sex workers in regional bodies, such as ASWA, and within national HIV prevention and rights-based action groups.

We spent time working with local MSW activists, socializing in bars, cruising areas where men work, and conducting interviews, informal discussions, and so on with men who sell sex. These activities took place within a six-month period and focused on seven questions, each one having an underlying hypothesis. Here we present some overarching themes that emerged from these enquiries, which explored some core questions.

How did you get into sex work?

The majority of the research participants in both Nairobi and Windhoek used the word “introduced” to describe how they got into sex work, the introductions having been made by an older person, in many instances a male or female sex worker, in the context of clubs, bars, and shebeens (township pubs). Some respondents had also introduced others to sex work:


I have introduced a few people to sex work. One of them was a 22-year-old boy, John. I recommended clients to him and told clients about him. John was bright, outspoken, and attractive. We became good friends and [had] a close relationship. He was one of my best friends. (respondent from Windhoek)



Some research participants described financial/transactional rewards as the motivation for doing sex work, and one transgendered sex worker in Namibia spoke of early teenage sexual experiences in which a form of barter took place—in this case, sex in exchange for the necessities of home. An overarching theme was that sex work is bound up with self-realization and familial rejection and/or community hostility due to same-sex sexuality. Most study participants revealed that they came to understand themselves as being attracted to men in their late teenage years and that this catalyzed a move away from the natal family, either because they were rejected or as a matter of choice, although this “choice” may have been made under constrained circumstances, given the lack of opportunity for sexual expression, familial pressure to marry, and so on. One respondent from Kenya mentioned his family chaos and explained that running away from home took him into the streets, where he quickly “learned the trade, specifically becoming apprenticed to mature and experienced female sex workers.” Many have completely severed family ties, but some maintain contact with their families, including visits home. Indeed, some maintain heterosexual marriages, although their wives and children typically live in other towns.

The participants commonly reported that they took up sex work as a means of survival in the absence of any other way to earn a living. In discussions with MSWs in Nairobi and Windhoek, the men reported that they had entered sex work primarily as a way to earn a living. However, most also said that it was a form of self-expression and a context within which self-understanding as someone who is attracted to their own sex can be explored and consolidated. Sex work thus offers these men a way to “be oneself” on a profound level; indeed, participants often described the selling of sex as inseparable from a sense of themselves as sexual in any terms. This is not to sanitize sex work as a positive construct of self-realization. In fact, most respondents reported that the work could be hard and in some ways alienating; for example, for some it exacerbates a sense of difference and disconnection from their families, partners, and peers. Nevertheless, for many participants, the selling of sex also engenders a sense of freedom and existential choice, even as it might also be bound up with a sense of abjection and low self-esteem. Such feelings were closely linked to the experience of same-sex attraction and the complexities pertaining to self-actualization in a hostile and “homo-prejudiced” society.

What has sex work brought into your life?

The study participants have mixed feelings and experiences related to sex work, given their complex reasons for entering sex work in the first place. Earning money was a significant and obvious reason, even if attenuated by other motives and factors, but the relationship to money earned doing sex work is far from straightforward. Some men reported that money earned in this way came and went quickly, in part because sex work costs money—to buy clothes, drinks in bars, etc.—in order for sex workers to look attractive and hang out in places where they might meet clients, as well as some private spaces. Lack of privacy and geographic spaces added to this burden, as several sex workers described the mobility of their work, which took them from one location to another. Moreover, sex workers do not always feel good about or take ownership of the money they earn this way, so spending it on clothes, having a good time, etc., acts a strong antidote or form of self-pleasuring to mitigate any sense of debasement, humiliation, shame, or pain they might experience.

Given the commercialization of “gay” and transgendered spaces—for example, particular bars in large cities—self-expression through consumption is an intimately interconnected facet of life as a sex worker and as a sexual and/or gender minority person. Research participants regarded sex work as both a positive and negative life attribute within this context, as something that might allow a certain kind of freedom but also could be a restraint. The majority reported that sex work keeps them “ticking over financially”—that is, they earn enough money to live on, pay rent, drink, use substances, and generally get by, but that is essentially it. Few had any savings, and most admitted to having periods of financial insecurity; for example, when clients were scarce and they couldn’t pay the rent. Sex work brings significant insecurity into the participants’ lives, and many were worried about the future. Immediate gratification and the constitutional illegitimacy of sex work created a sense of a foreshortened future.

Some participants were acutely conscious that sex work is an age-limited profession; for many, clients certainly became harder to find once they entered their late twenties and early thirties. This is especially so because the majority of male sex work in Kenya and Namibia, as perhaps elsewhere in Africa, is oriented around youthful, sexually attractive boys/men/transgendered people. Models of the macho older male sex worker exist, usually as a symbol of patriarchy and monetary power, but they are not as prevalent in terms of sex work among men. A key attribute of sex work, then, is anxiety about what happens after sex work—that is, what to do upon leaving the profession, often with no savings or socially recognized work skills or experience that corresponds to the labor needs of the given country, even if a person who sells sex actually has these skills.

Where do you feel most at home?

Despite their many stories of family rejection, some sex workers still live with their birth families. Whether they feel at home there is another matter. Many say it is difficult to achieve a sense of belonging or of “being at home” wherever they live, given the stigmas of both their sexuality and the sex work profession. The study participants say they feel at home with fellow male and transgendered sex workers, and sometimes with other LGBTI people, as a kinship of choice and commonality; however, LGBTI people sometimes reject them due to their sex work and social status. Being “at home” with other sex workers is manifested, for example, in the way they look out for one another when working on the street. This relationship of care often includes female sex workers, although in some contexts there is strong rivalry and mistrust among female, male, and transgendered sex workers.

Participants reported that maintaining a home could be complex. The majority typically rent small rooms in poorer neighborhoods, where neighbors gossip when they bring boyfriends or clients home; indeed, many avoid bringing clients to their homes for this reason. A number say they have moved frequently, often to escape escalating gossip and neighborhood hostility, or because they can’t pay the rent. Some do maintain good neighbor relations by being polite, congenial, etc. Home provides these men a haven, a safe place to return to after an evening of exposure and potential risk on the streets, in the bars, and in clients’ rooms or cars—even if home is just a rented room.

Sex workers’ feelings about home are especially salient, given the level of rejection, alienation, illegal work and sexuality, risk, and vulnerability in their lives. Eric Harper (2013) describes sex work as a means of obtaining a space within which to exist, a form of independence, as it were, employment, and for some sexual enjoyment and pleasure. He goes on to describe that sex workers, in a metaphorical sense, “use” sex work to overcome a sense of homelessness and that it intersects with urban space, art, ethics, consumption, sexuality, class, race, and a social construct of citizenship. MSWs’ social contexts include meeting friends, drinking and going to bars, in-house parties, clubs, and restaurants. They are always alert for business opportunities, and many say they have a sense of being homeless, of feeling like an outsider within the sociocultural context of their life space, of not belonging in the world other than as a marginal player. Some feel a strong allegiance to their ethnic identity but have little sense of family kinship, although some do have significant relationships with family members and are invited to parties and other social gatherings. Very few attend formal church services.

What are your views on the changing legal, social, and cultural contexts of homosexuality in Africa?

The study participants expressed a general sense of both hope and despair. Hope was particularly associated with changes in the South African constitution that outlawed discrimination based on sexual orientation and legalized same-sex marriage, which may influence other African countries. A national sex work program is now in place and is aligned with the South African National AIDS plan, and the male and transgendered female sex work movement is growing. Kenya, too, is witnessing a nascent, even pronounced social transformation with respect to sexuality, such changes being bound up with neoliberal social-economic transformations. However, trafficking, homelessness, and xenophobia seem to be on the increase in Africa, with constant threats of deportation; the study participants also expressed concern about male (and female) sex workers who have fled certain countries because of human rights abuses. They believe it will take a long time for the African continent to accept male-to-male sexuality and sex work.

In Kenya’s cities, particularly Nairobi and Mombasa, social spaces for gay and other men who have sex with men are increasingly apparent. For example, a number of bars tolerate and to some extent accept LGBTI clientele. These changes reflect the wider momentum for change in Kenya, where recent government policies aimed at promoting economic growth and liberalization are contributing to changes in social attitudes and a new culture of individualism, as a younger generation seeks increased social mobility and personal choice in working and self-expression in consumption. This has tended to promote a new global outlook. An emerging, if uneven, tolerance of LGBTI communities and rights is a facet of this social change in some urban areas. It is notable, for example, that the prime minister of Kenya recently called for the arrest of gay couples in the country but later was compelled to retract his statement due to civil activism, including from the LGBTI community. This reflects the sociocultural context of LGBTI issues in Kenya, where political and social attitudes reveal strong homophobic prejudice at the same time new and emerging social attitudes are acquiring some legitimacy.

Nevertheless, Kenya has an enduring culture of homosexual and sex work prejudice. Same-sex sexuality is heavily stigmatized and LGBTI people are often subject to abuse and harassment. Police officers are among the perpetrators of such violence and often are reluctant to support and protect victims of homophobic crimes. In health-care settings, people of same-sex sexuality often face similar discrimination. For example, gay men and other men who have sex with men often encounter hostility and discrimination if reporting anal STD symptoms, despite new health ministry guidelines on male-to-male sexuality, sex work, health, and HIV. This occurs in the context of an especially high rate of new HIV infections among men who have sex with men in Kenya—reportedly 15 percent of all new HIV infections in 2010. This is confirmed in a study of at-risk populations (also referred to as key populations; Desmond Tutu Foundation, 2011) that includes MSM and sex workers. A Kenyan and South African study reported that MSM had the highest rates of HIV (6.8 cases per 100 people; Price et al., 2012)

In Namibia, despite the fact that no legislation exists concerning same-sex sexuality (although there are laws against sodomy), the study participants believe the oppression and abuse directed toward them is driven by institutions (policymakers, politicians, and police) rather than by civil society. They now have easier access to public spaces and more tolerance from at least some quarters of civil society, and there is increasing visibility of gay doctors, nurses, and teachers who do not mask their identity. Health facilities, however, are still discriminatory and not gender sensitive.

The moral climate elsewhere in Africa is volatile and violent, as evidenced by the murder of same-sex rights activist David Kato in Uganda and the Ugandan parliament’s efforts to pass an “antihomosexuality bill.” The murder of gay men and sex workers in South Africa, police harassment and violence, and the “corrective rape” of lesbians in townships attest to this currency. The sociomoral position of homosexuality in Africa contributes to a sense of social anxiety and danger among male sex workers, although most say they feel relatively free in much of day-to-day life, having found some degree of freedom in sex work, although this must be interpreted with respect to people’s abjection and lack of choice with regard to selling sex.

What makes you vulnerable and what makes you safe—thoughts, places, people, and behavior?

The study participants’ safe spaces correspond to their collective identity or “family of choice”—that is, the subculture of sex work, which includes bars, clubs, and other indoor/outdoor venues where they feel safe and have a sense of agency. Many also said that sex work makes them feel both safe and vulnerable, as selling sex is a way to purchase some freedom and autonomy and yet is risky and dangerous. Power relationships are often based on the youth and sexual prowess of the sex worker, on the one hand, and the fiscal prowess of the client on the other. Clients can be violent and aggressive, and many of the sex workers said they have unsafe sex, either by choice, at the client’s insistence, by force, or because of a lack of self-control brought on by excessive alcohol or drug consumption (Richter et al., 2013). The advent of HIV treatment as prevention has also created a false belief that condoms might not be necessary.

Using mood- and mind-altering substances to excess is part of the scene in which some men work and socialize, and many said that it makes sex work tolerable. Other risks include significant police harassment and violence, which is often sexualized, such as rape/forced sex. These risks had become commonplace for some and they were somewhat inured to their effects, whereas others felt the risks keenly and constantly, hence the use of drink and drugs.

Other risks cited by the study participants included health-HIV, domestic violence, being arrested (for sodomy and/or sex work), and homelessness. Nevertheless, this “risky world of sex work” also provides a haven, a place to belong, to find connection, and, conversely, to feel safe. The participants typically said that sex work was a “way of being” and of finding a sense of meaning in life. Important within this were social connections and support with other sex workers, and sex work as a space where men were able to realize and explore their sexuality in a context where same-sex sexuality was most often abject. As such, the social milieu of sex work offers a symbiotic sense of social cohesion and self-realization in otherwise complex and often negative circumstances, which was manifest in research participants’ complex attitudes and experiences of risk and safety, vulnerability and protection, which are constant and close companions when selling sex.

Conclusion

It is imperative that the hitherto silenced voices of MSWs are given a platform on which to articulate their experiences and to advocate for nonprejudicial access to health and social services, civil and legal rights, sexual and health education, and HIV prevention programs that are specifically designed for male sex workers and other men who have sex with men.

Men who have sex with men in Africa (those who sell sex and those who do not) and who do not necessarily subscribe to hetero-normative injunctions often have been excluded from policy and program planning and research regarding HIV/AIDS, STIs, hepatitis screening, and sexual health, chiefly because of prejudice and denial. Men who sell sex may be doubly stigmatized, due to their assumed sexual orientation and as sex workers, and are therefore subject to abuse and harassment. Police officers are among the perpetrators of violence against MSWs, or they join the justice and health-care systems in being dismissive of or reluctant to deal with, support, and protect male sex workers who are victims of violence. In health-care settings, MSWs face discrimination, are denied access to basic treatment and care, and encounter hostility when reporting symptoms of a sexual nature, including HIV. Such factors inevitably drive and compound MSWs’ vulnerability to HIV.

Against this background, this chapter has aimed to present a nuanced account of the lives and life worlds of male sex workers in southern and eastern Africa, as explored in some specific workshop and research activities conducted with ASWA. The research consciously avoided approaches to the study of sex work that classify “types” of sex workers or quantify the risks of such work, focusing instead on the day-to-day practices, perceptions, and experiences of these men. In basing the study on firsthand accounts of sex workers’ lives, we sought to ground the research in an experiential epistemology that was personally and emotionally sensitive. We argue that such an approach can offer important insights into sex workers’ life experiences in a manner that provides new and significant pathways for addressing their social vulnerability, rights, risks, HIV issues, and health.
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Endnotes

1    Magnani et al. (2005) employ a method similar to snowball sampling, as it involves a chain referral (networks); it has greater external values, as it is not limited to members of a contained or restricted site, but extends to all potential members by accessing respondents through their social networks.

2    See http://www.irinnews.org/report.aspx?reportid=46341.

3    See http://www.irinnews.org/report.aspx?reportid=46341.

4    “Moffie” is a demeaning term to describe gay or effeminate men, used in some contexts in southern and eastern Africa.

5    Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersexual.



Travis Kong’s observations remind us that the stigma associated with male sex work is not only produced by mainstream cultures. Indeed, tongzhi, or gay-identified men, also actively participate in the marginalization of male sex workers. It might be said that so-called money boys, through their inferior status, help to define what is valued and considered normal among homosexual men in China. Kong’s description of the status of money boys reminds us of Gayle Rubin’s influential 1984 essay, “Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality.” Rubin’s essay proposed that sexual practices and identities are organized by a sex hierarchy that is created and reproduced by a variety of discourses and institutions. Married, heterosexual, and monogamous couples who have sex in the privacy of their own homes for (at least officially) reproductive purposes hold pride of place at the top of the hierarchy. Their behavior is rewarded with legal endorsement and privilege, the stamp of mental health and normality, the approval of mainstream churches, and general legitimation as a mature and proper sexual form. Below the married couple in the sex hierarchy, other sexualities are organized in descending order of respectability and legal authorization, ranging from the “good sex” exemplified by the married couple and the “bad sex” at the bottom of the hierarchy, exemplified by “perversions.”

Kong has highlighted how, in the rapidly industrializing Chinese landscape, young men from rural communities have moved to the city and found an opportunity to earn an income. China in fact now hosts one of the largest listings of male escorts on rentboy.com, which indicates that, for many men and women, economic incentives are an important drawing card for entering into sex work. Money boys represent an aspirational occupational group in the market economy of reform China. As with other chapters in this book, current research on male sex work in China acknowledges the agency of sex workers and moves away from earlier presentations of male sex workers as pathological or vulnerable victims of circumstances beyond their control.
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Male prostitution is a booming industry in contemporary China. The popular Chinese film Lanyu (directed by Stanley Kwan, 2001), which is based on the Internet novel Beijing Story (Anonymous, 1998), tells the love story of a poor architecture student from northern China named Lanyu, who sells his body (and virginity) to his first male client, Chen Handong (see figure 13.1). The story develops around how their commercial relationship eventually turns into a romance, which is doomed to end in tragedy. In cyberspace, images of semi-naked or completely naked male bodies—labeled “sunshine,” “hunk,” “gym coach,” “retired army,” and “bear”—are abundant and for sale on Chinese gay websites. In cities, gay bars such as Destination (a trendy gay megaclub in Beijing) have a substantial number of male sex workers (MSWs) who show an interest in a man, only to ask for money anywhere between the initial contact and the next morning.

Male sex workers in China are generally called yazi (duck), but those who predominantly serve men are called “money boys,” haizi/xiaohai (child), or zai (son/boy), while those who predominantly serve women are called nan gongguan (male public relations officer). Money boys comprise the largest group of MSWs in China, a place where gay sexuality is intricately related to money, commerce, and consumption. While the actual size of this population is unknown, it is estimated that the population of men who have sex with other men is between 2 and 20 million (Feng et al., 2009; Gao, Zhang, & Jin, 2009; Zhang & Chu, 2005; Zhang & Ma, 2002; Zhang et al., 2007). Of this population, it is estimated that between 5 percent and 24 percent are money boys (Choi, Gibson, Han, & Guo, 2004; Kong, 2008; Zhang, Liu, Li, & Hu, 2000).

This chapter addresses a number of questions about male sex workers in China: Under what social conditions has male prostitution emerged in contemporary China? What is the state’s policy on prostitution and homosexuality? What is the common societal view of male prostitution, and how does the gay community view it? How is male sex work structured in China? Who are these money boys and why do they engage in sex work? What are their gains and losses? In what ways does male prostitution relate to homosexuality, poverty, and migration?

My understanding of the male sex industry in China is based on ethnographic work I began in 2004, principally in the three major cities believed to have the highest concentration of money boys: Beijing, Shanghai, and Shenzhen (Kong, 2005a, 2008, 2010, 2011b, 2012). During 2004-2005, I interviewed 14 money boys from Beijing and 16 from Shanghai, making several field trips with a nongovernmental organization outreach team to visit money boys and gay men at parks, bars, saunas, massage parlors, and a number of other meeting places. Since 2009, I have made more field trips with other nongovernmental organizations, interviewed an additional 40 money boys, and conducted four focus groups in Beijing and Shenzhen.

Based on my research, this chapter focuses on MSWs who provide sexual services to other men in contemporary China. It starts with a brief history of male homosexuality and prostitution in the country, starting with the tolerant tradition of “same-sex love” between men and the existence of male prostitution in ancient China, then moves on to the rise of tongzhi (a synonym for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered identity) and the burgeoning male sex industry in reform China. By viewing male prostitution as an informal labor market and the male prostitute as a normal person in the context of work, I examine the male sex work industry in detail, with a focus on money boys. I include the paths they took in entering the sex industry, their types and occupational settings, the profile of their clients and the interactions between them, their work identity and the stigma and occupational risks that come with it, and the regulatory models governing male prostitution (as well as relations between men who have sex with other men) in China. I conclude that the money boys’ situation reflects the general situation of many young people living in the midst of China’s continuing quest for modernization in a global market, particularly rural migrants to the country’s largest cities.

History of Male Homosexuality and Male Prostitution

It is generally believed that most ancient Asian countries had a longstanding tradition of same-sex desire and sex/gender ambivalence, which was ended by the rise of modernity and colonialism (Altman, 1995). China seems to fit this pattern, given its well-established literature dealing with a history of strong homo-social culture (Louie, 2002); a tolerance of men with same-sex desires (Hinsch, 1990; Ruan & Tsai, 1987; Samshasha, 1997; Van Gulik, 1961, pp. 62-63); and admiration for men who had feminine beauty (Song, 2004). The stories of yutao (peach remainder) and duanxiu (cut sleeves) were the origins for the two most famous and commonly used euphemisms for male homosexuality in Chinese literature. The first story tells of Duke Ling of Wei and his male chong (favorite), Mi Zixia, who lived in the Zhou Dynasty (1122-256 BCE). Mi Zixia tasted a piece of peach, found it sweet, and then gave the rest of the peach (the “remainder”) to the king, his action showing the passion between the two. The second story concerns Emperor Ai and his male chong Dong Xian in the Han Dynasty (206 BCE-220 AD). The two were sleeping together on a couch when the emperor was suddenly called on to attend to state business. In order not to wake his lover, the emperor took his sword and severed his sleeves (thus “cut sleeves”) on which his lover was resting.

The reason for this tolerance of same-sex love may be that social conceptions of male sexuality at the time were primarily concerned with conformity to power hierarchies. Behavior that might be considered inappropriate by contemporary standards was permitted, as long as one maintained one’s social obligations to the family (i.e., getting married and bearing children) and avoided excessive sexuality, such as masturbation and prostitution (Louie, 2003). In other words, masculinity was understood not only in relation to sexual identity or orientation but also in relation to familial roles and social expectations, such as being a loyal son with the ability to control sexuality (Berry, 2001; Kong, 2011a, pp. 151-152).

This tradition of same-sex love allowed same-sex prostitution to develop, especially among the rich. Benevolent emperors or lords in royal courts would give their beloved an official title. Later, in the Song Dynasty (960-1279), this evolved into rising classes of merchants and officials having full-time favorites or hiring part-time prostitutes, which led to a highly developed public system of male prostitution (Van Gulik, 1961, p. 163). It is worth noting that records of this time show that almost all the male prostitutes were flamboyantly effeminate and young, and were assumed to take on the passive sexual role (Hinsch, 1990, pp. 89-97). In contrast to adult males, who were seen as powerful and impenetrable, male prostitutes represented the powerless and penetrable, thus assuming the same role as youth or women in an age of sexist hierarchical systems (Sommer, 1997).
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FIGURE 13.1

 A clip from the film Lanyu. The movie revolves around a poor student who sold his virginity to his first client. (Director: Stanley Kwan, 2001)
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FIGURE 13.2

Chinese painting, Woman Spying on Male Lovers, depicting male homosexuality in ancient China.

Homoerotic practices between men continued up to the Qing Dynasty (1644-1912), when—perhaps as a reaction to the permissiveness of the individualistic Ming period—homosexuality was subject to increased regulation in an attempt to strengthen the Confucian idea of the family (Hinsch, 1990, ch. 7; Ng, 1987, 1989). The end of the male same-sex love tradition seems to have occurred when Republican China underwent intense nationalism and state building in the course of Westernization and modernization. Proper control of sexual desire (e.g., the regulation of masturbation, prostitution, and homosexuality) was seen as being the key to the development of the modern nation-state (Dikötter, 1995, pp. 126-145). On top of this, a new Western medical discourse, which used Havelock Ellis’s medical theory of homosexuality to dichotomize sexual normalcy and deviation, began in the 1920s (Kang, 2009, pp. 52-59; Sang, 1999). In the Mao period (1949-1976) and the early reform era (1978-1990s), homosexuality not only was pathologized and silenced but was increasingly seen as deviant and criminal, with a homosexual being called a “hooligan” in Article 160 of criminal law in 1979 (Kong, 2011a, pp. 152-156).

In terms of prostitution, the focus has overwhelmingly been on women. This continued with the Republican ideal of eliminating female prostitution as a national shame, with the Chinese government in the Mao period claiming to have successfully eradicated female prostitution as a remnant of imperialism, a sin from the West, a brutal form of sexual exploitation, and an obstacle to socialist revolution. This continued until the reform era, when the government was forced to admit the resurgence of female prostitution (Hershatter, 1997). In contrast, male prostitution did not attract any serious government or media attention until the 1990s, a period marked by a rapid increase in visible gay venues, such as bars, clubs, massage parlors, saunas, and karaoke rooms, and the spread of HIV infection among men who have sex with other men (China Ministry of Health et al., 2006, p. 2; Kong, 2008; Wong et al., 2008; Zhang & Chu, 2005).

Social Contexts for the Emergence of the Male Sex Industry in Contemporary China

The emergence of contemporary male prostitution can be understood in the context of the reconfiguration of the “capitalist” market and the “socialist” party-state in reform China, which has generated new forms of possibility and control on both the societal and individual level (Rofel, 2007; Wang, 2003; Zhang & Ong, 2008). First, as I argue elsewhere (Kong, 2012), the state’s opening to the global economy has boosted the labor market, which has created enormous job opportunities and attracted many rural-to-urban migrants to work in the cities. Second, the state’s promotion of the market economy coincides with the resurgence of a sex market that encourages the commodification of the body. This has provided an alternative way to earn quick and easy money, especially for migrant workers, who often hold the hardest and most underpaid jobs. Third, the state has made efforts to lessen control over private lives, especially homosexuality. This can be seen in the removal of hooliganism from the 1997 revised criminal law, and the removal of homosexuality from the Chinese Psychiatric Association list of mental illnesses in 2001. These changes have led to the emergence of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered (tongzhi) communities, which have long been suppressed, especially in rural areas, thereby providing an increased demand for male prostitution.

Social Control and Stigma of Male Prostitution

Male prostitution in China is mainly regulated by law and is stigmatized by both mainstream society and the gay community. The Chinese government has implemented an abolition model of prostitution since the Mao period. According to this model, third-party prostitution (organizing, inducing, introducing, facilitating, or forcing another person to engage in prostitution) is a criminal offense, punishable by a number of years’ imprisonment and possible fines. First-party prostitution is not criminalized but is regarded as socially harmful, with both prostitutes and their clients being subject to periods of reform detention, also with possible fines. The government has always implemented large-scale yanda (hard strike/stern blow) media campaigns and routine measures (raiding brothels, using undercover police to arrest prostitutes). These anti-prostitution measures targeted only female prostitutes until 2004, when a 34-year-old man named Li Ning from Nanjing was sentenced to jail for eight years and fined 60,000 yuan for organizing male-on-male prostitution services. Since this widely publicized case (and similar cases), the government has tended to treat same-sex prostitution in the same manner as heterosexual prostitution (Jeffreys, 2007).

The discussion of money boys in popular culture (such as newspapers1) and academic studies (Choi et al., 2002; He et al., 2007; Wong et al., 2008) is still dominated by pathological, public health, and moralist paradigms. These paradigms construct an image of young and innocent rural-to-urban migrants with little or no education who are totally unaware of the illegality of prostitution. Attracted to the large amounts of quick money that can be earned through sex work, these young men are lured by pimps and finally locked up in brothels and forced to have sex with clients, thus becoming vectors of sexual disease and victims of exploitative capitalism.

The social stigma surrounding money boys is not restricted to mainstream society; it is also prevalent in gay communities. Slowly dissociated from the pathological (mental patient) and deviant (hooligan) subjects, the new tongzhi identity has slowly emerged since the 1990s to form what can be seen as a derivative of global queer identity: urban, middle-class, knowledgeable, civilized, cosmopolitan, and consumerist (Altman, 1996, 1997). Although the tongzhi community provides positive cultural resources for gay men and lesbians, this new global queer identity sometimes serves less to enhance solidarity and identification than it does to divide and demarcate those who can fully access this ideal from those who cannot. Money boys are usually looked down on, due to their rural and provincial status (especially in Shanghai), and thus are seen as having low suzhi (quality). On top of this, they are charged with mixing sex with money and are thus seen as immoral. Finally, they are accused of corrupting the “good” image of largely middle-class gay men and are thus treated as “not respectable” (Rodney, 2005; Rofel, 2010). So money boys, among others (the poor, rural, HIV positive, nonmonogamous), are tongzhi outcasts who fail to fulfil the ideal of being a “good” homosexual (Kong, 2012).
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FIGURE 13.3

A money boy in his flat in Beijing, China.

The Organization and Structure of the Male Sex Industry

Around the world there are many variations of men who sell sex (Aggleton, 1999; West & de Villiers, 1993). In China, money boys are mainly men in their early twenties, although middle-aged “bears” and male-to-female cross-dressers/transsexuals are common. There are four major occupational types. The first is the full-time independent operator who mainly works on his own and hustles in public areas like parks and bars or on the Internet. Sex normally takes place elsewhere (e.g., in hotels) after the details are negotiated. The second type is the full-time brothel worker, who usually works under an agent (a pimp or manager) in an indoor setting, such as a male brothel or massage parlor. The money boy usually lives at the venue and cannot go out without permission. Clients can choose boys, have sex and/or erotic massages in a cubicle inside the venue, or take them out for a few hours or even for an overnight stay elsewhere. The third type is the part-time or freelance worker, one who has quit the job but freelances occasionally when he is short of money or is requested by old clients. The final type is the beiyangde (houseboy), who is kept by a client.

Male prostitution is a short-lived career. Because the longer a man is in it, the less he will get paid, internal competition among money boys is fierce and the sex industry is constantly looking for “fresh meat.” As a result, money boys are a highly mobile class of migrants, moving across cities in China, Hong Kong, and Macau, or to other Southeast Asian countries with substantial Chinese communities such as Singapore, Malaysia, and Thailand. This transnational “circuit of desire” is the lifeblood of sex tourism in Asia, similar to the sexual migration pattern of Brazilian male prostitutes who move across Latin America (Parker, 1999).

Becoming a Money Boy

In the West, the image of the male prostitute has shifted from the flamboyant male homosexual in the 19th century to the juvenile delinquent straight boy in the 1950s (Scott, 2005; Scott et al., 2005). The male prostitute of the 1950s was most interested in material rewards, denied his own sexual pleasure, only performed the active sexual role, and despised or even was violent to clients (Reiss, 1961). He was thus seen as a powerless young man who was trapped by his own personality defects, childhood traumas, and family dysfunction in a cycle of self-loathing, poverty, and cultural deprivation (Coombs, 1974). The effeminate male prostitute of the Song Dynasty (960-1279) in China has similarly given way to the emergence of money boys in contemporary China, who are frequently portrayed in mass media, academic studies, and dominant public health and medical paradigms as engaging in “survival sex” and suffering from sociopsychological problems, such as depression, sexual violence, and substance abuse (Choi et al., 2002; He et al., 2007; Wong et al., 2008).

Building on later works in international literature, which have shifted from the sociology of deviance to the sociology of work (e.g., Browne & Minichiello, 1995, 1996a, 1996b; Calhoun & Weaver, 1996; West & de Villiers, 1993), I argue that these men’s engagement with sex work could be seen as a result of migration, financial gain, and sexuality in the context of personal and structural constraints and freedoms. Money boys are mainly second-generation rural-to-urban migrants (Kong, 2012), who are primarily ethnic Han Chinese (the dominant race) from rural or semi-rural villages, and sometimes second-tier towns. They go to work in cities to escape their peasant background and they share the same goal as other rural-to-urban migrants: dagong (to work), experience a new world, and become successful urban citizens (Pun, 2005; Pun & Lu, 2010). In contrast to gongren (proletarians), who comprise a more privileged class that enjoys guaranteed employment due to the planned “iron bowl” economy of the Mao period, money boys work as wage laborers who sell their sexual “labor” in exchange for money, thereby representing a growing social class in the market economy of reform China.

Most of the money boys I met with identify themselves as homosexual or bisexual, while a few identify as heterosexual. The majority are single, having been raised in conventional families and having levels of education similar to other rural migrants. Few reported having suffered from sexual abuse or being forced to enter the sex industry against their will. Like other rural migrants, they moved to the cities to work, as Liu, a 32-year-old gay freelance worker I interviewed in Shenzhen in 2009 told me:
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FIGURE 13.4

A money boy doing pole dancing at an NGO function in Shenzhen, China.


I was born in a small village in Anhui. I didn’t finish my junior secondary education. I went to work in a restaurant in Xi’an when I was 16 years old. The wage was terribly low, 60 yuan [approx. US$8] a month, including meals and accommodation. I stayed there for about half a year, I then went back home. Later, I went to Shanghai and worked in a factory, the wage was higher but still low … I then quit and sold pirate DVDs for a while … In 2006, I chatted on the Internet and was introduced to work in a bar through some friends … I then started to earn money from doing this [sex work] … I thought I would earn some money … and yes indeed, I have earned quite a lot of money.

My family was very poor … When I was young, I did not do well in education and knew that I [w]ould not be able to go to university. Even if I could, my family would not have enough money to afford my study. I decided to go out to work … I swore that I would never stay in a small village for the rest of my life. I swore I would live in a big city … and now I can tell people that I live much happier than any one of my relatives who still lives in my home village … Shenzhen is the city with most freedom in China. I can make love with men, a lot of men!



Migration for these young rural migrants represents a way to earn money, to experience a new world, to become urban and modern; for those who are gay, like Liu, it is a way to realize gay sexuality, escape from the rural homophobic environment, and avoid the familial pressure to get married. They have the same aspirations as other migrants: to become an entrepreneur or a xiao laoban (small boss) by starting a small business or opening a small shop, such as a restaurant, a grocery shop, or a boutique. Migration is thus a step toward becoming an urban citizen and an entrepreneur (Kong, 2012; cf. Pun, 2005).

Many of the men I interviewed were quite disappointed once they came to the big city and experienced the obstacles facing rural migrants, due to the hukou (household registration) system. Established in 1958, this system assigns registration numbers to individuals based on their locality and family background. The hukou has four functions: to provide the government with a mega-database on the populace; to control the flow of internal migration, especially rural-to-urban migration; to provide a basis for differential resource allocation between urban and rural hukou holders; and to help police track people down (Wang, 2010). If you are born in a rural village, you acquire a rural hukou, thereby making you eligible for lesser housing, health care, and education benefits should you move to the city than an individual with an urban hukou. Hukou and class barriers make rural migrants subject to discrimination that includes economic and financial difficulties, being deprived of legal rights and social benefits, and cultural isolation and inferiority (Pun, 2005; Pun & Lu, 2010; Solinger, 1999). Consequently, rural-to-urban migrants end up in temporary menial jobs in construction, retailing, or catering that most urban citizens are unwilling to take, or they simply drift from place to place. Sex work thus provides an attractive option for them. Being a money boy is an alternative for rural male migrants. Through sex work they can escape the destiny of being a rural migrant, live up to the high living standards of the cities, and hope to become an urban citizen and entrepreneur.

Risks and Pleasures of the Male Sex Industry

Money is the initial and principal reason to enter the sex industry. When asked about other rewards, respondents mentioned aspects of satisfaction that can be classified as follows: sexual pleasure from work and ensuring gay identity; control of work, such as flexibility and freedom in the job; and self-esteem and self-development for upward mobility.

Sexual pleasure and ensuring gay identity are positive aspects that most respondents mentioned. Ah Dong, a 26-year-old closeted gay man with a middle school education, was a freelance money boy working in Beijing. In 2004 he told me, “In front of my client, I can be relaxed and say I love men! I am a tongzhi!” Similarly, Dim, a 26-year-old gay bar dancer and freelance money boy with a senior middle school education (roughly equivalent to senior high school in the U.S.) who worked in Shenzhen, said in 2009, “Prostitution is like to find someone for 419 (a one-night stand), plus money!”

Another positive aspect of the job becomes apparent when it is compared with the menial and tedious jobs that most of them had worked before. Ah Wei, age 25 when interviewed in 2004, has a junior middle school education and identifies himself as a gay man. He has been working as a full-time independent money boy for eight years and finds his clients mainly in bars. Asked about his reasons for doing male sex work after returning to Beijing from Shenzhen, he said, “Freedom! For other jobs you have to work on time; for this job, you can sleep whenever you want, eat whenever you like, it’s quite free really.”

Improved self-esteem and social mobility are other good points of this work. Xiao Tong, age 25 when interviewed in 2009, was born in Anhui, is gay, has a primary school education, and works as a brothel manager. He said:


Being a [money boy] is a platform, an opportunity. This platform is fair and depends on how you use it. You can get a lot of experiences, money, and get to know a lot of people. If you work [in] other occupation[s], you would not … [be] able to meet people with such diverse backgrounds.



For Xiao Tong, male prostitution is a very important tool for future individual and career development.

However, sex work entails a lot of risks and dangers. The risk reported most often is from the government. Due to the government’s yanda (hard strike/stern blow) campaign and daily routine raids, my informants were constantly worried that they might be caught by the police. Xiao Xi had a very bad experience. He was 21 in 2009, born in Shaanxi, gay, and a university student; he found clients through the Internet. An undercover policeman caught him once. He was sent to the police station, where he was threatened and beaten until he gave up the names of his clients. The police notified his family and the university. He was finally kicked out of the university and ended up working in Shenzhen.

Occupational risk is common. Ming, a money boy and a brothel manager in Beijing who is 24, gay, and has a senior-middle education, told me in 2009:


A client found me through the Internet advertisement. I said I charged 1000 yuan (approx. US$150) and the client said OK. I was quite happy with this negotiated price and then went to the hotel to meet him. When I got into the room, the client showed me a staff card or something, another man was behind the door and another came out from the bathroom. They all pretended that they were police and handcuffed me. They took my watch, mobile phone, money, and left!



Ming did not report this event to the police, as he did not know how to explain why he was at the hotel in the first place.

Ah Quan, who is 38, bisexual, and has a primary school education, is a brothel manager in Shenzhen who once had a brothel of his own. In 2009 he told me:


I once opened a small-sized brothel. The reason that I closed it was not because of the business but … the police … the government officials … they were so corrupt … At the beginning, I didn’t have time to bribe them, and was caught … They said there were some problems in my place, and fined me 30,000 yuan (approx. US$5,000). I also had to treat them to dinner … It was over 40,000 yuan altogether. Moreover, gangsters also made trouble for me … Once, four people beat me up … I was hospitalized afterwards.



Money boys also constantly face the risk of sexually transmitted diseases. Some of the men I spoke with have contracted crabs, herpes, syphilis, gonorrhea, urethritis, and HIV/AIDS. However, money boys are also quite knowledgeable about HIV/AIDS, have higher awareness of HIV/AIDS risks, and tend to use condoms at work more often than heterosexual rural migrants and other men who have sex with men (He et al., 2007; Liu et al., 2006; Ruan et al., 2007). Condom use for oral sex is rare, but for anal sex it is the industry norm (Kong, 2008). However, unsafe sex usually happens when the men seek pleasure at work or have sex with regular clients or with noncommercial intimate partners. Liu Liu’s boyfriend is a male sex worker, and while he uses condoms with clients, he often risks it with his boyfriend:


Clients, I do … because you don’t really know them … but with my boyfriend, we have been together all the time. I feel safe … [Question: How do you know your boyfriend wouldn’t have sex outside the relationship?] If he doesn’t come back home one night, I will stop making love with him for three days … you can tell the symptoms of most sexual diseases … if he looks fine. Then it’s fine [not to use condoms].



Xiao Qing, 25, who is gay, has a senior-middle education, and is a fulltime money boy, believes he got HIV from his sugar daddy. He said to me in 2009:


It was the time when I bought a new house. I met this guy … and then we had sex but we did use condom. I was very cautious about this … then the next day, I had to pay the mortgage and he said he could pay it for me … and when I moved into the house, he bought me sofa, etc. … I was so moved … he was so nice to me, and then when we made love, we didn’t use [condoms].



Xiao Qing insisted that he always used condoms except for with this guy. He lost contact with him once he told him he got HIV/AIDS. These two cases, among others, seem to suggest that these men tend to blur the boundaries of work sex and personal sex. This puts them at risk when they have protected sex at work but unprotected sex with a loved one (Browne & Minichiello, 1995; Davies & Feldman, 1997; Joffe & Dockrell, 1995). In other words, having unprotected sex with a lover can become a dangerous sex act (Kong, 2011a, p. 190).

Clients

Male clients are mainly from other provinces in mainland China. Others are Chinese from Hong Kong and Taiwan; other Asians from Singapore, Japan, Malaysia, and Korea; or Caucasians from the United States. Clients who do not live in Beijing, Shanghai, or Shenzhen are businessmen or tourists. They range in age from 20 to 60, clustering around the thirties to forties, and most of them are married.

Browne and Minichiello (1995) interviewed money boys who identified four types of client: easy trade, rough trade, sugar daddy, and heaven trade. Easy trade clients are those who come quickly, do not require penetrative sex, act nice and caring, and treat workers with respect. Respondents such as Ah Yang (22, ambivalent about his sexuality, unemployed, worked for one or two years, was interviewed in Beijing in 2004) talked about this type of client: “What is a good client? He should have a good attitude, treats me like a friend. Maybe we don’t have to do anything, or he might give me more tips.”

The rough trade clients are demanding, impolite, rough, or even violent. Ah Jun (20, ambivalent about his sexuality, full-time brothel worker for three years in Shanghai) said to me in 2004:


Some brought you out and [you] had to drink [with] them and [take] pills with them, they wanted to get “high” and then brought you home and had sex with you … they could then do it many times … day and night … And they asked you to lick here or there, do this and that … a lot of demands … Sometimes they would say you didn’t give them a good blow job and accuse you of your low-quality service and rang to your laolao [agent] and asked him to bring another boy … I then went back without getting any money, and was scolded.



The sugar daddy type is an older man who temporarily supports a sex worker. Ah Lin (22, gay, senior-middle education, interviewed in Shanghai in 2004) worked for such a man:


I have no job right now. But I have a steady boyfriend, he gives me a flat and 6,000 yuan [approx. US$800] a month to live, he used to be my client. When he comes, he will call me and I can’t see anyone except him.



The “heaven trade” clients are the worker’s fantasy and symbolize a “potential happy future.” They represent something more than just money, a special encounter with the worker. This happens mainly to gay-identified money boys, such as Ah Jin (24, freelancer, university education, gay, interviewed in Beijing in 2004):


Well, that time, I met a guy … he came to Beijing for business, when I opened the door, I said to myself, oh my God, he was so gorgeous, I was instantly attracted to him. I worked very hard that day … ha … the next few days, I was so missing him … I called him out for dinner, I could sense that he also liked me … But … then I asked him why we couldn’t go out … he admitted it [that I am a money boy], that’s why we couldn’t [go out then] … I felt terribly sad and disappointed. I still keep the money that he gave to me, I didn’t use it, just keeping it … oh, it was really hard for me …



In general, apart from the occasional encounter with a bad client, the respondents have good relationships with their clients. It seems they can easily cross the boundary between work and friendship/love and are thus exposed to emotional tragedy and contracting HIV (Kong, 2010).

Work Identity

My respondents viewed their engagements in sex work in various ways. As I argue elsewhere (Kong 2011a, pp. 185-186), some adopted a sexual-victim identity, arguing that they were losers, seduced and cheated by the false love of pimps: “I love him [the pimp] but I also hate him. I hate him because he dragged me into this circle. He made me become an MB [money boy] … my life is ruined” (Ah Jin). Another insisted, “This is not a job, it’s just a tool to make money” (Ah Gang). Still others stressed that it was simply a way to meet “friends” and have fun, downplaying the basic logic of the exchange of their body for material rewards: “You meet a lot of people, from all walks of life, making friends … I never treat it as a job, it’s just an entertainment” (Xiao Bin). Some others treated it as an ordinary job, with gains and losses: “This is just like any other job, plus earning a bit more money. That’s it, really” (Ah Tian). Some viewed themselves as entrepreneurs, treating sex work as a business and a platform from which to reach higher goals: “This is just a springboard for me, it’s not just about earning money. In this job you have a lot of opportunities. If you know how to grasp the chances, you can jump out of the loop” (Xiao Jin).

Most of them tended not to treat sex work as work and did not identify themselves as sex workers. Their weak work identity may be a coping strategy to deal with a highly stigmatized job that takes an intense emotional toll.2 However, it also undermines the claim that sex work is work at all, and so makes any collective fight for sex worker rights (e.g., legalization or decriminalization of prostitution) difficult. They continue to suffer from all sorts of occupational violence, such as robbery, rape, fraud, and theft by clients, triad members, police, and government officials, with no legitimate channel for protest (Kong, 2012).3

Money boys remain silent and invisible in labor protests, in contrast with other migrant workers, who do not shy away from making public appeals about mistreatment (O’Brien & Li, 2006). Moreover, while most money boys do not come out to their families and friends due to the stigma, they have a dilemma in the gay community. They cannot hide their money boy identity because gay men are their potential clients, but due to the prevalent anti-money boy atmosphere in the gay community, most choose to keep their distance, carefully choosing friends whom they can come out to. Xiao Hao (35, bisexual, divorced, senior-middle education, freelancer), for example, said to me in 2009 in Shenzhen, “People from society look down upon us … the gay circle is the same … they discriminate against us. They don’t think we are proper. I think people should make their own choice, live their own lifestyles.” Doubly closeted, money boys thus live in a closed circuit of secrecy.

Conclusion

In contrast to the traditional construction of the male prostitute as deviant, the respondents in this study suggest that money boys are average young men who have realized that their bodies are a means of gaining economic rewards and have made a conscious and rational choice to enter this occupation; no forced prostitution was observed. They come from rather conventional and traditional family settings and do not seem to have ever suffered from homelessness or sexual abuse. They usually regard their clients as genuinely nice and friendly, even though they sometimes encounter bad clients. Indeed, most of them are second-generation rural-to-urban migrants who come to the big cities not just for work and for experiencing cosmopolitan life but also to experience sexuality, especially for those who identify themselves as homosexual or tongzhi.

Prostitution provides a way for these rural-to-urban migrants to escape from the path of the average worker and offers material and nonmaterial rewards, such as sexual pleasure, flexibility, freedom, higher self-esteem, and self-improvement. These aims seem to be hard to achieve in other jobs, where the education requirements are low and the remuneration poor. However, prostitution exposes them to a range of risks: job instability, being caught by the police, occupational violence such as robbery, rape, fraud, and theft, and even threats to their life, such as contracting HIV/AIDS.

Labor disputes, strike actions, and protests are becoming more common in China, but the stigmatized nature of sex work means that money boys are not anxious to get organized to try to improve their migrant status, labor benefits, or sexual rights. Urban citizens shun them as rural migrants, provincial, and of “low quality.” They are stigmatized for sexually servicing other men, and are seen as vectors of sexually transmitted diseases and victims of exploitative capitalism. The gay community rejects them for being “bad” homosexuals. Money boys are thus triply discriminated against and live within a complex web of criminalization, stigma, and queer disapproval. The life of money boys reflects a more general picture of many rural-to-urban migrants caught up in China’s pursuit for globalization: they are passionately seeking freedom, happiness, and wealth in the opportunities opened up by China’s quest for modernization and urbanization in the reform era. While they search for independence, control, and empowerment, however, they also face displacement, alienation, and dislocation.
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Endnotes

1    See, for example, “Wangluo maiyin xianxiang shengwen: Jizhe wodi anfang ‘nanxing jiaoyi huisuo’” (“Online prostitution cases increasing: Undercover reporter probes ‘men’s exchange club’”), October 23, 2010, available at http://big5.china.com.cn/info/men/2010-10/23/content_21183891.htm; “Changchun jing xian nan anmoshi maiyin qunti da zhuo ‘nanzi huisuo’ qihao, tigong shangmen fuwu” (“Changchun discovered male masseur prostitute community shockingly provides door-to-door service in the name of ‘men’s club’”), Hai xi wang (Straight News), November 6, 2009; “Yangsheng huiguan cheng tongxing maiyin changsuo” (“Health maintenance club becomes same-sex brothel”), Xinwen wanbao (Shanghai Evening Post), June 4, 2008; “Qiangpo nanxing maiyin ‘yatou’ huo xing liu nian” (“Procurer sentenced to 6 years for coercing men to sell sex”), Jiangnan dushi bao (Jian Nan City Daily), March 6, 2005.

2    Please see my similar discussion on Hong Kong male sex workers (Kong, 2005b, 2009).

3    Triad is a very common underground society of organized criminals in China and Hong Kong, similar to the Italian Mafia.



Marxist and socialist political traditions have often acted as a counterweight to popular understandings of prostitution as a biological or social fact. Marxists have generally studied prostitution in terms of systems of production and related forms of labor and seldom have viewed it as a valid type of work. They instead associated prostitution with alienation, and of being an effect of moral decay or cultural collapse under particular social conditions. Marxists have argued that prostitution would cease to exist in a world free of economic, gender, and sexual exploitation, and thus the problem of prostitution would be solved with the resolution of more pressing political problems. This noted, while Marxists and others on the Left have had much to say about female sex work, they have had very little to say about male sex work.

Male sex work has largely been undertheorized in the social sciences. One reason for this lack of attention seems to be the fact that most male sex work involves adult males and, as such, there is an assumed equality in the exchange, with power relations often ignored. The other issue is the cultural assumption that all sexual experiences involving men are positive and actively sought. Men are assumed to have agency in sexual matters and to make rational choices involving sexual conduct, whereas feminine sexuality is constructed as lacking agency. Therefore, it is easier to present female sex work as an inherently exploitative practice.

Linda Niccolai indicates in this chapter that a highly diverse and growing market for the male sex industry is emerging in contemporary Russia. While the sex work market in Russia is clearly distinct from other regions, there are many parallels elsewhere, especially in terms of the structure and organization of sex work. While some of the chapters in this book provide distinct local examples of masculinity (for example, the chapters on Latin America and China), there are also indications that globalization has produced a greater tolerance and awareness of gendered difference, which has translated into legal reforms and increasing social tolerance toward male sex workers.
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The social, economic, and political changes that accompanied the collapse of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s were unprecedented and widespread. This period of transition, which was characterized by a rapid decline in gross domestic product that left many people economically vulnerable, coincided with a shift in moral norms among many segments of the population toward Western values (Atlani, Carael, Brunet, Frasca, & Chaika, 2000). Facilitated by changing social norms that increased the supply side, commercial sex work subsequently proliferated, for many as an adaptive response to loss of previous income (Levina et al., 2012).

Sadly, these economic and social changes also created a “perfect storm” for the emergence of HIV. While many regions of the world began to see a significant spread of HIV in the 1980s, the Soviet Union remained largely unaffected. In the mid-1990s, however, opening borders to trade allowed an illegal drug market to emerge, predominantly involving heroin from Afghanistan. Relaxation of state control and the desire of young Russians to embrace Western ideas and products resulted in a dramatic increase in injection drug use (Heimer, Booth, Irwin, & Merson, 2006) and permitted HIV to be seeded in this population. The rapid spread of HIV followed. A review of the early days of the HIV epidemic in Russia (Feshbach, 2006) sees a discussion of the role of drug use, sex workers in general (presumably female), men who have sex with men (MSM), nosocomial (hospital-based) transmission, and the general population in the transmission of the virus. Male sex workers (MSWs) were not mentioned, which reflects the limited knowledge available at the time about this population, relative to this pressing public health topic.

Since that time, the HIV epidemic has continued to expand unabated. While the HIV epidemic in Russia remains largely concentrated among injecting drug users and the subset of female sex workers who use drugs (Niccolai et al., 2010; UNAIDS, 2009, 2010; WHO, 2004), the estimated national prevalence of adult HIV now exceeds 1 percent (UNAIDS/WHO, 2009). Coupled with the increasing percentage of new cases attributed to sexual transmission (Pokrovsky, Ladnaya, Sokolova, & Buravtsova, 2011), this raises concern about the potential for transmission beyond known high-risk groups to a more generalized population (Lowndes et al., 2003; Niccolai, Shcherbakova, Toussova, Kozlov, & Heimer, 2009). In this context, a small body of research has been conducted about the risks for HIV among MSWs, another potentially important vulnerable population about which little is still known.

The literature reviewed for this chapter is primarily from the field of public health and derived from the pressing need to understand the trajectory of the HIV epidemic in Russia. It reviews what is known about male sex work in post-Soviet Russia, a time of rapid social transformation and economic upheaval. It begins with a brief overview of the Soviet period and then reviews the period from the late 1990s to the present day, with a focus on the two largest cities in Russia, Moscow and St. Petersburg, which reflects where research efforts have been concentrated.

Sex Work in Soviet Times

Prostitution in the Soviet era was associated with material and commercial interests and therefore not officially recognized by the communist state (Levina et al., 2012). Brothel owners and others who facilitated the exchange of sex for money were given penalties, including imprisonment, but not the women engaged in prostitution directly. Closed borders and tight state control limited research on this topic and resulted in a paucity of knowledge about sex work in that era. It is known that sex work existed in a variety of forms, as reviewed by Levina et al. (2012), but this is specific to female sex work. To the best of our knowledge, even less is known about male sex work in the Soviet Union.

Early Studies in Post-Soviet Russia: 1999-2002

As the Soviet era drew to a close in the 1980s, including perestroika (restructuring) and glasnost (openness), the landscape for sex work also changed. Public moral attitudes changed dramatically, and the purchase of sex by men came to be viewed by many as a normal and not uncommon behavior (Levina et al., 2012). Sex work, at least among women, became much more visible, such as women working on the streets, and sex work was legally classified as an administrative offense rather than a criminal one. In this setting, research began to expand.

Among the first studies published on sex work in post-Soviet Russia were two conducted from 1999 to 2002 in St. Petersburg (Aral, St. Lawrence, Dyatlov, & Kozlov, 2005) and Moscow (Aral et al., 2003). In both cities, sex work among females was more visible and readily described than among males. For context and comparison, a brief description of female sex work is provided here. Using qualitative and rapid assessment methods, female sex work in each city is described as occurring in various ways, including exclusive escort services; agency-based services, including use of the Internet; venues such as hotels, massage parlors, and brothels; and public locations including the street, railway and train stations, and truck stops. The hierarchical nature of female sex work is also described, with a more elite group of women working for escort services and in five-star hotels and the most economically vulnerable women working in public places. Female sex work in St. Petersburg is described as “ubiquitous,” and street-based female sex workers were often involved with drugs. Several types of agencies existed to facilitate female sex work, ranging from publicly advertised escort services to “marriage” agencies involved in trafficking. Brothels often operated in large apartment buildings. Virtual Internet brothels were another type of agency, which potential clients used to arrange for services online by visiting specific websites. Female sex work in Moscow was described as more socially organized and frequently involved pimps and assistants, including drivers, assistant female pimps, guards, and recruiters. Female sex work in Moscow was also linked to the internal and external migration of women and their clients.

In contrast to female sex work, these studies revealed little about male sex work. In St. Petersburg, male sex work was reported to occur less frequently than female sex work but to be getting more overt. Arranging for male sex services typically occurred either through agencies or in public places. Agencies included Internet brothels and those that also arranged for sex services from female sex workers. The best-known public place for arranging male sex services was a park on the main road running through the central city. Also of note were several gay clubs that opened in St. Petersburg during this time. In Moscow, male sex work was described as similarly hierarchical to that of female sex workers and often to be club-based in well-known districts of the city. The research noted that the volume and organization of sex work were sensitive to social, political, and economic contexts and thus variable and likely to change over time.

Another study conducted around the same time but using different research methods similarly revealed the presence of male sex workers in St. Petersburg. In 2000, 434 MSM were recruited in gay-identified venues to participate in structured interviews; 23 percent of them reported having sold sex for money or other valuables (Kelly et al., 2001). These men were relatively young, with a mean age of 23.8. They reported high levels of bisexual behavior, with a large majority (87 percent) reporting having had sex with a female, and nearly half (47 percent) reporting having had a female sex partner in the previous three months. These MSWs were more likely to be unemployed than MSM not engaged in male sex work, were less well-educated, and reported not having enough money to buy condoms. Risk behaviors were high among this group, who had had an average of three sex partners in the previous three months; 45 percent reported having unprotected anal intercourse in the previous three months, and 33 percent reported having had a sexually transmitted infection. Also of note, 28 percent of the men who reported selling sex also reported paying for sex. Collectively, these findings indicate that MSWs were a vulnerable population during those years in post-Soviet Russia, both economically and in terms of health risks, with a complex set of behaviors not yet well understood.

The Following Years: 2003-2010

Despite the early literature documenting the existence of male sex workers in post-Soviet Russia, limited research followed. We are aware of only one public health study that specifically targeted this population shortly thereafter. A pilot study of MSWs was conducted in Moscow in 2005-2006, in which 50 men were recruited through venue-based and snowball sampling methods (Baral et al., 2010). Results of a structured survey suggested that these men face myriad risks related to migration status, violence, substance use (predominantly alcohol), and sexual behavior. Furthermore, testing showed an HIV prevalence of 18 percent, or 9 of the 50. Although easily identified and recruited into this study, the population was difficult to follow over time, in part due to the men’s intermittent involvement in sex work. The authors also noted the men’s relative autonomy as compared to female sex workers, who often are under the control of pimps. Although limited in scope, this study described a population clearly engaged in risk behaviors and in need of further study in order to gain a more complete understanding of the contexts in which they worked.

The Current Situation: 2011-Present

The most recent and in-depth research on male sex work was conducted during 2011 in St. Petersburg, the western-most city in Russia, which has approximately 4.5 million residents. It is also considered the cultural capital of Russia with its rich tradition in the arts, education, and science. Unfortunately, St. Petersburg is also one of the cities most affected by the explosive HIV epidemic in this vast nation, which has revealed the presence of highly vulnerable groups, including injection drug users and sex workers. To learn more about the nature of male sex work in this city, we conducted a qualitative study among male sex workers and other key informants in 2011, for which the methods and results have been reported previously (Niccolai, King, Eritsyan, Safiullina, & Rusakova, 2013). Here we summarize our key findings related to patterns of sex work and social vulnerability. The quotations are attributed to MSW participants using pseudonyms.

Patterns of Male Sex Work

Male sex work in St. Petersburg occurs in both organized and unaffiliated ways, and it spans the spectrum from highly paid escorts to men who work on the streets for subsistence. There also appears to be a hierarchy of risk, with those working on the streets most vulnerable because of their poor economic and social standing. In general, male sex work was reported to be a practice that “happens a great deal” (Ilya, age 31, MSW3); one MSW said that “everyone is ready to take the opportunity” (Sergei, age 27, MSW12). It was also noted that what MSWs receive as payment varies, with sex for clothes, meals in restaurants, or gifts instead of money being “far more common” (Dmitry, age 27, MSW8):


Yes, sex is sold for money all the time. Sex for clothes, too. It is not that it is exactly prostitution … It is a common practice. People meet up with each other, and someone buys someone clothes. And that is it. (Anatoly, age 21, MSW1)



The types of male sex work vary according to the locations used to arrange and negotiate sex work, including recruiting clients on the Internet, through organized agencies, at social venues, and in public spaces. Like geographic locations (McFarlane, Bull, & Rietmeijer, 2000; Nureña et al., 2011), the Internet clearly has greatly facilitated finding paying sex partners in St. Petersburg in a variety of ways. For example, it is used by both individuals and agencies and helps in arranging commercial sex across broad geographical regions. The Internet offers other advantages, such as being able to negotiate a price in advance and to converse with a client, albeit virtually, before an in-person meeting. However, the Internet also allows men to work in relative isolation and may contribute to the lack of social cohesiveness among male sex workers (discussed further below). The participants mentioned several websites that facilitate male sex work: “There might be 20 addresses, I do not remember them all” (Ivan, NGO1). Many websites they mentioned are dating sites where men can either indicate that they are interested in finding sex partners who will pay them (e.g., clients) or discuss this after communication has been initiated. Online message boards were also commonly reported as places where individuals post advertisements, to which potential clients can respond electronically:


I submit the advertisement on the Internet … and I write up front why I need this meeting. It is specified up front that it is sex for money or something else … They already know what this is. And they already want it. (Nikolai, age 22, MSW7)



The ease of finding clients via the Internet was cited as a reason for its increased use: “Since the Internet became widespread [for meeting sex partners], club culture has become more a social place than a hook-up place … If it [sex] is for money, then it is mostly through the Internet. There it can all be negotiated up front and where messages are exchanged” (Peter, NGO2). “In general, prostitution is not happening in the clubs, it is on the web” (Andrei, CLUB1). The Internet also was said to facilitate male sex work by helping men make connections in different cities (e.g., Moscow). Others noted that the Internet facilitates finding gay clubs, where sex is sometimes sold: “(Interviewer: And where does the information about this [clubs] come from? The Internet?) Of course, the Internet” (Anatoly, age 21, MSW1).

Most of the agencies the men described using operate virtually through websites. The advantages and disadvantages of working through an agency rather than individually were mentioned frequently. One disadvantage included having limited control over which clients to accept and when. “The disadvantage is that they are stripped of their rights to choose” (Maxim, age 18, MSW11). Another disadvantage is the percentage of income, typically half, that must be paid to the agency. Advantages include not having to look for clients and some degree of personal protection. One respondent reported being approached to work for an agency but declining (Oleg, age 25, MSW9), while another reported working both with an agency and individually (Dmitry, age 27, MSW8):


The agency has constant orders. There’s a fixed rate, like it or not, a client doesn’t barter with an agency. You go to the website and there are two boys, three to five thousand [rubles] for an hour. Minimum order is two hours. He takes 6,000 from the client, and gives 3,000 over to the agency and keeps 3,000 for himself. (Sergei, age 27, MSW12)

He [a pimp in Moscow] added me on the Internet himself … He found me himself, made an offer, and I agreed to try it … They [clients] call him, and then he either gives me the phone number or tells me where to go. (Anton, age 20, MSW5)



Social venues in St. Petersburg were mentioned frequently as places where men sell sex, including gay bars, a cruising club, and saunas. Transactional sex reportedly occurs at several well-known and visible gay bars in St. Petersburg. Multiple respondents could easily name the same clubs, which range from elite gay clubs with entertainment to those known to have a commercial sex purpose: “[Club X] is more for commercial purposes. There is a dark room there and one can simply have sex there. Those who want to have sex” (Nikolai, age 22, MSW7). Although these clubs do not exist primarily for transactional sex and some respondents mentioned that paying for sex in these venues is prohibited, they do facilitate the meeting of sex partners, ranging from romantic relationships to anonymous sex, and include various elements of exchange, including drinks and money:


In clubs, it happens rather disguised, so to speak, no one is standing or sitting there with a sign that says “I’m selling sex services.” But this is a crowd of regulars … They already know everything, and they simply get acquainted with men with whom they think might be interested in their services, make contact with them, chat with them, and in one way or another make it clear that they are not against getting remuneration. They may say, “You know, I don’t have any money right now … could you help me out?” and so forth. (Iosef, NGO3)



Saunas also were mentioned as a venue where male sex work may occur. Russia has a long history of saunas, or banya, that are used by many people (e.g., families, friends, business partners) to relax, bathe, and improve health, with no sexual context. However, some saunas do provide an environment where sexual activity can occur, including paid sex work. Saunas in St. Petersburg known to be “gay saunas” used exclusively by MSM reportedly provide a space for male sex work. Another venue mentioned was a well-known cruising club that exists primarily so men can meet anonymous sex partners. The saunas and cruising club are more hidden from public view than the gay bars:


There is a sauna. The gay sauna. There is a sauna in [location] with a theme a week … There is [another] sauna, on [different location], the largest sauna. There hangs a large sign that this is a [different type of venue], but when a customer approaches and starts ringing the bell … everything is understood.” (Anton, age 20, MSW5)



Men working in a pleshka (an outdoor space where men meet for sex, including transactional sex) were described as the most economically vulnerable group—“a very disadvantaged group” (Peter, NGO2) and “cheap boys who work for a piece of bread” (Pavel, age 24, MSW2). They often are homeless and very young, sometimes only 14 or 15. One particular pleshka was mentioned frequently as being a well-known location for male sex work. Because of this reputation, individuals approach each other readily to offer or request sex: “They [clients] already know where and whom to approach” (Pavel, age 24, MSW2). Encounters in these settings are typically with one-time, anonymous clients and described as “short-term sex.” Sex workers may find both local and foreign clients in public places, and some of the men working in these locations are internal migrants themselves, including one respondent working in the well-known pleshka who was Russian but not from St. Petersburg. An NGO worker (Konstantin, NGO5) reported that some of the men working at the railway station, including underage boys, were dependent on heroin:


One must understand that this place [the pleshka] is for the lowest of the low. That is, those who come from other cities, regions, and are waiting for their prince on a white horse, and are sometimes willing to put out for a cup of soup. (Ivan, NGO1)



The volume of sex work taking place in these locations is unknown, and several respondents noted that they preferred not to work in pleshkas if other options were available:


There is such a place [a well-known pleshka], but who is there now? Those who have no access to the Internet—the lowest stratum” (Dmitry, age 27, MSW8).



Another type of sex work to emerge was described as a “marriage of convenience,” which could not be easily classified by the location where clients were recruited. One male sex worker (Ilya, age 31, MSW3) described a relationship with a “wealthy gay” man who took him on expensive vacations and bought him clothes and shoes: “All I want … literally everything.” This relationship began as a personal acquaintance that evolved into a sex exchange. When the relationship ended, the client provided referrals to other clients: “He suggested friends.” Some participants made brief mention of students, men in the military, and prisoners who were engaged in sex work, but we did not interview anybody who fit these descriptions.

From this qualitative research, it is impossible to estimate what percentages of MSWs engage in these different patterns, and we are not aware of any such estimates published elsewhere. However, it is quite clear from cursory Internet searches that many MSWs engage through this medium. In contrast, our research staff did not observe many men in the pleshkas, but we should note that this work was conducted during the winter months and the situation could be different in the summer.

Social Vulnerabilities

Male sex workers identified multiple social vulnerabilities they face, including limited disclosure of their identity and profession, threats to personal safety, lack of risk perception, and lack of appropriate health and social services. Some of these vulnerabilities appear to stem from a lack of cohesion within the MSW community. The men reported often working alone and not personally knowing other male sex workers, even if they were open about their gay identity. MSWs may be stigmatized due to not only their occupation but also their gay identity, and/or same-sex behavior. This manifests in limited disclosure about their work to health-care providers, leading to even deeper feelings of isolation. Low professional cohesiveness may also contribute to a limited awareness of HIV through lack of personal experience. However, the much lower prevalence of HIV among MSM in St. Petersburg than in injection drug users, estimated in one study to be 7 percent and 45 percent, respectively (Niccolai et al., 2009), may signal that HIV is not yet a salient issue for this group.

Some male sex workers have a gay identity and therefore are members of “one of the most closed groups of Russian society” (Iosef, NGO3), making male sex work a difficult topic for some to discuss. Some men reported revealing their gay identity to family or friends but not their involvement in sex work, and they discussed their work to varying degrees with their peers. Some reported knowing others involved in sex work; some reported knowing few or none:


I know one [other male sex worker]. But as a rule, we are all trying to work alone, not make friends. (Pavel, age 24, MSW2) I do not have any acquaintances whatsoever who work for money. I do not ever mention this to anyone. This is something that lives in me and this will never be anyone else’s business. (Sasha, age 22, MSW10)



Disclosure of sexual identity and involvement in sex work to healthcare providers was very limited among the participants. Many anticipated or reported negative attitudes from health-care professionals. As one explained, “After she drew my blood, she washed her hands in such a way that it really made me feel like something that is laying around the toilet … I openly said I was gay. Lord, it was such homophobia” (Mikhail, NGO4). Another described his experience:


Once I went to a private clinic and a young, well-groomed guy was before me in line. And the doctor simply kicked him out. And that was a private clinic. I can’t know for sure what happened there, but I try to hide it all. Because everyone has their own prejudices. I do not tell them [I am gay]. (Ilya, age 31, MSW3)



In terms of their interactions with clients, respondents were generally aware of the threat to personal safety. The concerns they raised were mostly related to robbery, violence, and group theft by clients. Respondents reported having personal experiences with violence and being aware of this happening to other male sex workers. Though some reported that increased protection was an advantage of working for an agency rather than alone, others questioned the extent to which this was true:


I have one friend who was robbed. He met a boy at a gay club, got drunk, and brought the boy to his place. The boy gave him some kind of pills that put him to sleep, and the boy took 1,000 rubles from him. A credit card with the PIN code was also in the bag. (Nikolai, age 22, MSW7)

If you are working alone, then they might throw you in the car, f**k you as hard as they can, and toss you out on the sidewalk. And then the guy has to get home any way he can, especially, if he doesn’t have any money at all, and he just came to earn some. These kinds of things also happened. (Anatoly, age 21, MSW1)



Men used a variety of strategies to minimize risk, including refusing clients based on character judgments or previous communications on the Internet, meeting clients in apartments or hotels instead of cars, collecting payment prior to sex, working in the daytime, minimizing alcohol use, and bringing friends along for protection:


There were some unpleasant situations. But, when I invite the person to my place, I at least know that one person will come. But when you go there, there may be a group of five. And you will leave, even without any money. Just to get out alive. (Sasha, age 22, MSW10)



Being at risk for HIV was reported almost universally among the MSWs, but in an abstract way: “The risk is always there” (Dmitry, age 27, MSW8). One professional reported that HIV is a “distant threat” for many male sex workers, and MSWs reported having become aware of HIV from sources such as Santa Barbara (a soap opera) and the death of rock star Freddie Mercury. Many respondents acknowledged their risk for HIV, saying often that condoms are not 100 percent effective at preventing transmission, yet there was only limited discussion of specific personal risk behaviors. Furthermore, only a small number of the men reported knowing anybody who was HIV positive:


Of course there is [risk for me to get HIV]. Even condom manufacturers do not provide a 100 percent guarantee that during sex the condom will not burst, slip, or break. (Anton, age 20, MSW5)

Certainly [there is personal risk for HIV infection], but up until now … “touch wood.” (Ilya, age 31, MSW3)



All the men reported using condoms (“In theory, yes” [Ilya, age 31, MSW3]), but rarely during all sexual encounters. Situations where condoms were not used included doing it for extra payment, during oral sex, on impulse, with known clients, or having sex with female partners: (Interviewer: And if they offer a lot of money for sex without a condom?)


To be honest, this was the case several times. (Anton, age 20, MSW5)

Well, there was one such case, that we had sex without a condom. But this was not my first time with this person and we had a good relationship. I already understood that he was not sick with anything. So we tried it without a condom. But I always use a condom with those guys that I do not know. (Nikolai, age 22, MSW7)

I have had sex without a condom. There was so much passion, and such a crazy attraction, I understood that it was necessary to put on a condom, but nevertheless just thought “oh well” … Usually I have condoms with me, or the person has them. And if it turns out that we don’t, then we go to the store. They are available. But unfortunately, there are times when you disappoint yourself and it is too late. (Sergei, age 27, MSW12)



Drinking alcohol was mentioned frequently (“Alcohol is everywhere” [Pavel, age 24, MSW2]) and was often associated with the club environment, and with clients who also were drinking. Moderate alcohol use appeared to be the more typical pattern (“Not to get wasted, of course” [Dmitry, age 27, MSW8]). Men typically said they used alcohol to help relax and make conversation but limited their consumption to protect their personal safety and do their work. It is difficult to say from these data if this pattern is substantially different from the club scene where noncommercial sexual encounters take place:


I think alcohol is quite appropriate before the act, to relax, to create an atmosphere where people are more at ease. Especially when it’s the first encounter, when you see a person for the first time, so that you can have closer communication. (Boris, age 18, MSW6)



Current hard drug use was not reported by any respondents, although a small number reported earlier use they described mostly as experimental. Nitrites, commonly referred to as poppers, are recreational club drugs used to enhance sexual pleasure and were mentioned often. Use of poppers was typically by the client: “I know that there are a lot of things out there, for example poppers. But I don’t need them” (Maxim, age 18, MSW11). One hard drug mentioned was cocaine, which was used either by the client or in the past by the respondent:


I do not use drugs. There are a very few clients who use cocaine. It is relatively rare that they use poppers to enhance orgasms or to relax. But I have not tried them, and I have not tried cocaine. I am the kind of person who can easily get carried away, so it is better to not even try. (Dmitry, age 27, MSW8)



These responses stand in contrast, however, to the picture that emerges for street-based sex workers, about whom less is known:


It is obvious why women are working the streets: they work for the sake of a dose, earning money for a dose is at the top of the list, and then everything else. There are those among the men who work the streets that are there for the dose, but I don’t think that the percentage of drug users among men who have sex with men is that high. (Ivan, NGO1)



The Present Environment: Cause for Concern

Currently in Russia, male sex work occurs largely in an environment of intolerance and stigma. As a group that emerged after the collapse of the Soviet Union, civil society has had limited interaction with men who have sex with men, including MSWs. Targeted outreach activities for MSM that exist in Western Europe, North America, and Australia are relatively rare in Eastern Europe. Legally, individuals can be fined for sex work as an administrative offense, and the legal environment related to MSM more generally appears to be getting worse. A law passed in St. Petersburg in 2012 declared activities seen as promoting homosexuality to youth in public places an administrative offense (Statute 273-70 “Regarding administrative offences in St. Petersburg,” Article 7.1 Public actions aimed at promoting sodomy, lesbianism, bisexuality, transgenderism among minors). Individuals already have been fined under this new law, raising concern that it will be used to prevent social actions to support men who have sex with men (Associated Free Press, 2012; Schwirtz, 2012). This law has been described as discriminatory by the United Nations Human Rights Committee (Human Rights Watch, 2012a). Furthermore, the European Court of Human Rights found Russia in violation of laws permitting free assembly for denying activists the right to hold gay pride marches (Human Rights Watch, 2012b). Even more recently, in 2013, the State Duma (lower house of parliament) passed similar legislation at the national level in an overwhelming vote of 388 to 1; this law is largely seen as an attempt to crack down on Russia’s gay community (“Duma approves,” 2013).

The strong homophobic attitudes in Russia are also reflected in the media. At the time this chapter was written, a headline in a respected news source read, “Moscow rejects bid to hold gay rights parade” (Roth, 2013). An application to have a gay rights parade was rejected by city officials in order to “work clearly and consistently on maintaining morality, oriented toward the teaching of patriotism in the growing generation, and not toward incomprehensible aspirations.” One week later a headline read, “Officials say homophobia motivated murder in Russia” (Barry, 2013), followed by the lead, “The brutal murder of a 23-year-old man in the southern city of Volgograd was motivated by homophobia, investigators said Sunday, a rare acknowledgment that comes during a period of rising conservative and antigay sentiment from Russian officials.” Though specific to MSM, it is clear this environment also will have deleterious effects on MSWs, including violence they may experience related to their work.

Moving Forward

Two conclusions from the research can be stated with near certainty: male sex work is not uncommon in post-Soviet Russia, and the men involved experience multiple vulnerabilities. Vulnerabilities related to professional isolation, limited disclosure about their work, threats to personal safety, limited perceived HIV risk, and suboptimal condom use clearly put them at elevated risk for HIV and other negative health outcomes. Prevention planning should be an important priority.

Although important findings can be gleaned from this small body of research, gaps in knowledge about male sex work in Russia remain large. First, current research has not uncovered the range or depth of vulnerability for all types of sex workers. The least is probably known about the most vulnerable men, including street-based sex workers, migrants, and those who are addicted to drugs and engage in sex work for survival. Second, the landscape in which male sex work occurs is rapidly changing and needs to be monitored. For example, the emergence of the Internet as a tool to arrange sex services is a relatively new phenomenon that has changed the role of sex work in society. Also, as noted by others (Baral et al., 2010), more definitive research on MSWs in Russia is needed to address the dynamic nature of the economic status of Russians (e.g., increasing unemployment in the current global economy) and ongoing migration from nearby regions (e.g., former Eastern Bloc countries), as these circumstances may increase the likelihood of people engaging in commercial sex work.

Moving forward, increasing our knowledge about MSWs in Russia can be achieved most effectively using the framework of syndemics in public health. Proposed by medical anthropologists as a way to conceptualize the impact on health of synergistic interaction between two or more forces (Singer & Clair, 2003), this approach recognizes the intertwinement of social, physical, and psychological conditions that influence multiple and related health states. Addressing the needs of MSWs in Russia will require an understanding not just of their health behaviors but also of the environment of stigma, discrimination, and violence in which they work.
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Research on male sex workers brings alive some of the key concepts developed by theorists on masculinity. For example, this chapter shows the fluidity of sexualities, with men often positioning themselves as top, bottom, or versatile, and as offering services only for men or for both men and women. The notion of hegemonic masculinity is also clarified through research on male sex workers, where we find men who do not identify as gay and explain their sexual performance by taking on certain sexual acts, such as being the person who penetrates but is never penetrated himself. These men maintain their masculinity by avoiding sexual acts that can be defined as “whoredom,” which are only performed by clients and never by them. The diversity of body types, from body builder to a feminine hairless body, also illustrates how body types and sexual hierarchies are played and made real in the male sex worker encounter. Not surprisingly, most tops have physiques that embody masculinity, whereas most bottoms have physiques that emphasizes the feminine.

What is striking about the images in this chapter is that many young male escorts openly display their faces and identities in the public domain. This is a significant development: for one, it indicates that some young men are no longer concerned about hiding their work as escorts or their personal identity. This is especially striking in South American culture, given that masculine norms there have tended to be more proximate to hegemonic notions of masculinity, which have largely rendered the male body invisible in public spaces. Social theorists often have spoken of the male gaze, which describes the tendency for cultural imagery to be displayed and consumed from a male viewpoint and thus to present females as subjects of male appreciation. In the images in this chapter, the male body is an object for consumption by men and women, and putting a face on diverse body types makes it clear that a male sex worker can be anyone in our society.
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Although the literature on male sex workers (MSWs) in most regions of the globe is extensive, little information is available about MSWs in Latin America. Moreover, many descriptions of MSWs are so context specific that they do not readily translate to other populations; thus it cannot be assumed that conclusions reached in reports on MSWs from other regions will apply to those in Latin America. To gain a better understanding of MSWs in Latin America, this chapter explores the social context, sex worker characteristics, sexual and help-seeking behaviors, and the legal context of sex work within a Latin American context.

This chapter is organized into three parts. The first, a discussion of the concept of masculinity and sexuality in Latin America, explores cultural elements of Latin American culture and assesses their potential to put the sexual health of clients and sex workers at risk. It also describes the legal contexts within which MSWs defend their right to work and to have access to health-care services. The second part reviews some popular magazines, films, and websites to highlight cultural discourses about MSWs. Finally, using results from a study conducted in Argentina, the third part provides insights into the sexual interactions between MSWs and their clients, including how that interaction moderates the decision to engage in various safe and unsafe sexual behaviors. It also reveals some of the preferences of MSWs who engage in sexual activity with other men.

Masculinity and Sexuality

The traditional stereotype of the male role in Latin America to a great extent reflects traditional Southern European and Catholic influences (Gupta & Levenburg, 2010). Within this stereotype, masculine dominance is central to the Latin America family, as exemplified by a rigid gender-based delegation of tasks and division of family activities (Beattie, 2002; Chassen-Lopez, 2009). For instance, men are responsible for producing the family’s income, while women are in charge of managing the finances and domestic tasks. Females also are responsible for attracting a husband/male partner, childrearing, disciplining the children, and seeing that their husband’s decisions about the home or family are honored (Cardoso, 2002). A Latin American man’s value also may be evaluated in terms of macho behaviors, such as drinking, smoking, and driving. Complementing this male dominance is female submissiveness, or so-called marianism (Beattie, 2002), which requires women to be self-sacrificing, to be restricted to the home, to depend on men, and to respect, obey, and serve their husbands without question (French & Bliss, 2007).

Nevertheless, the extent to which the traditional structures and roles have survived in 21st-century Latin America must be determined. Family is still an important institution in Latin American culture (Chassen-Lopez, 2009), but today both men and women must earn money to support their families. Such a change in the global socioeconomic situation may produce contradictions within gender roles and between generations, as men increase their engagement in spousal, domestic, and family life (French & Bliss, 2007; Hardin, 2002).

In this context, the ways macho and machismo are conceptualized, understood, and manifested differ across Latin American societies (Vigoya, 2001). For instance, masculinity in some 21st-century working-class Brazilian communities is defined as one’s ability to provide financially for the family—sometimes by any means necessary (Cardoso, 2002), whereas men in some areas of Mexico are considered masculine when actively involved in family life (Vigoya, 2001). Moscheta and his colleagues (Moscheta, NcNamee, & Santos, 2013), who studied the discursive stories of young men who trade sex in Brazil, revealed that the way some men make sense of their masculinity can offset the marginalized and stigmatized nature of male commercial sex. One discursive strategy, for example, is to reduce masculinity to the level of anatomy, so that one’s identity is defined by the physical, virile, and conquering attributes of the penis and not by aspects of interpersonal relationships.

There also are differences across socioeconomic status, race, religion, age, and politics (Caceres, 2002; Ramirez, 2011). As such, there is no single framework of Latin America masculinity against which Latino men can compare themselves or be compared (Vigoya, 2001). However, like several other contemporary societies, Latin America is dominated by a patriarchal Catholic framework that positions men as political, social, religious, and financial authoritarians. In this regard, men are always positioned on top in social relations.

Men on Top

To be “on top” has not only figurative relevance but literal significance. For instance, homosexual men who are the receivers or “bottoms” in their sexual relations with other men are often assumed to be effeminate (Cardoso, 2002; Padilla, 2008). As such, men who engage in “receiving” homosexual behavior are considered women, and choosing to behave like a woman by being the bottom during sexual activity often means taking on the roles ascribed to women in Latin America (Parker, 1999; Phua, 2009, 2010). In Brazil and other Latin America societies, this gender reassignment is generally widely accepted (Green, 1999; Kulick, 1998; Phua, 2010).

Nevertheless, there is much confusion about sexuality in Latin America. At most social levels, homosexuality or homosexual behaviors are strongly rejected within Latin America society (Gutmann, 2002), particularly among the older generations (Green, 2012). Under these circumstances, nonheterosexual men may hide behind a heterosexual façade (Kurtz, 2007) to protect themselves. Although homosexuality is tolerated when homosexual men are the bottoms during sexual activity with other men because they are not challenging the heterosexual notion of masculinity—that is, being on top (Green, 1999; Kulick, 1998; Mitchell, 2010; Phua, 2010; Schifter, 1998, 1999)—they cannot be both tops and bottoms in their sexual relations with other men (Ascencio, 2011; Phua, 2010). Recent research indicates that men who give as well as receive in sexual encounters, particularly with other men, may be ostracized or discriminated against because their sexuality embraces both typical male and female sexual behaviors, thus challenging and destablizing fixed cultural subjectivities (Campuzano, 2009; Padilla, 2008; Schifter, 1998, 1999).

Sexual Identity

For most Latin America societies, the Western dichotomy of male sexual orientation—straight or gay—does not speak to how men actually experience their sexuality (Caceres, 2002; Guajardo, 2002; McLelland, 2000; Padilla, 2008; Parker & Caceres, 1999; Phua, 2010). The literature indicates that there are several groups of men with respective constructions of masculinity and sexuality: (1) men who have sex only with men; (2) travesti, or men who are transvestites or transexuals (TTT) at various stages of their trans/formation, who identify as women and generally have sex with men (Infante, Sosa-Rubi, & Cuadra, 2009); (3) men who have sex with both men and women in the “top” position (Padilla & Castellanos, 2008); and (4) straight men who only have sex with women. Considering that male sexuality and sexual behavior in Latin America are fluid, the sexual services provided by MSWs are quite varied and can be fairly lucrative (Hodge, 2001, 2005a).

Male Sex Work in Latin America

In Latin America, sex work still is stigmatized (Padilla & Castellanos, 2008). However, its relatively high value allows male, female, and transsexual workers to attain and maintain social and economic mobility. In this sense, sex work is not only a means to an end—i.e., putting food on the table—but a way to demonstrate personal agency, ambition, and independence (Allen, 2007). According to Rivers-Moore (2010), sex work offers an opportunity to get ahead and to consume at a level that would have been unattainable in other types of work. Due to the social and economic rewards of sex work, MSWs are able to offset the stigma associated with providing sexual services and to legitimize their work (Infante et al., 2009; Padilla, 2008; Rivers-Moore, 2010). As summarized by Mariño and colleagues (Mariño, Minichiello, & Disogra, 2003),


sex work is an occupation where a sex worker is hired to provide sexual services for monetary considerations. In general, the commercial sex interaction involves the short term exchange of information, funds, social symbols, and meanings. These interactions are shaped by sociodemographic characteristics, work experiences, norms, knowledge, and other psychosocial factors. (p. 311)



Essentially, what is bought and sold depends on several factors, among which sexual identity and orientation are not necessarily part. They are described below.

Sexual services and sexual identity

MSWs in Latin America provide sexual services to men (and sometimes women) from a variety of backgrounds and sexualities (Mariño, Browne, & Minichiello, 2000). The services MSWs provide to their clients (locals and often tourists) also depend on the worker’s level of comfort, personal preference, the clients’ desires, and remuneration (Allen, 2007). Therefore, the sexual services solicited from male sex workers are not necessarily related to how clients (or the sex workers) describe their sexual orientation (e.g., Allen, 2007; Doll et al., 1992; Munoz-Laboy, de Almeida, do Nascimento, & Parker, 2004; Padilla & Castellanos, 2008; Tun, de Mello, Pinho, Chinaglia, & Diaz, 2008). Take, for instance, the common myth that all MSWs are homosexual or bisexual. In an Argentine study, 44.8 percent and 28.6 percent of the 145 MSWs surveyed indicated that they were either gay or bisexual, respectively (Disogra, 2012). In Brazil, however, several studies indicated that few MSWs considered themselves to be gay and made a clear distinction between their sexual behavior and their sexual identity (Parker, 1999; Phua, 2010; Schifter, 1998, 1999; Tun et al., 2008). Hence, the services MSWs are willing to engage in have more to do with financial benefits than with the clients’ or the sex worker’s sexual identity (Green, 1999; see also Allen, 2007; Padilla, 2008; Padilla & Castellanos, 2008). MSWs who identified as straight also fulfilled the macho/Casanova stereotype by sporting several girlfriends and did not have sex with men without compensation. In essence, they were “gay for pay” (see Mitchell, 2010).

Money, money, money

The cost of sexual services provided by MSWs also depends on the environment in which they work. In Mexico, for instance, MSWs who trade in public places, like parks and on the street, receive the equivalent of US$5 for oral sex and US$20 for anal sex (Infante et al., 2009). Men in this group were of low socioeconomic status and provided sexual services to earn money for food and shelter. In the same study, men who worked independently or for a pimp charged a minimum of US$50 for oral sex and US$100 for anal sex. These men were of middle socioeconomic status and engaged in sex work to maintain their lifestyle or to save money to open a business. Men who defined themselves as travesti, transvestites or transexuals, charged rates similar to those of the independent workers. The TTT worked to save for a business or to invest in altering their appearance to look more like a woman. Unfortunately, some who could not afford to invest in plastic surgery sought help from their TTT friends, who injected industrial silicone and oils into their bodies, often causing long-term adverse health consequences. Thus, payment for sex work is often underpinned by socio-economic factors.

Social context

In Latin America, social context is important when looking at the broader picture in which MSWs exist. This context includes experiences of discrimination and abuse that may drive boys away from home and education (Padilla & Castellanos, 2008). In Mexico and Brazil, for instance, MSWs who identify as gay or transgender frequently begin working in their midteens after running away from home, often due to sexual and physical abuse or social discrimination within their families or communities because of their sexual orientation (Infante el al., 2009; see also Cortez, Boer, & Baltieri, 2011, on Brazil). Due to limited financial opportunities, the street becomes both home and workplace for many Latin American runaways (Padilla & Castellanos, 2008). In this context, MSWs who trade sex in public places often are of low socioeconomic status and have between six and nine years of formal education (see also Grandi, Goihman, Ueda, & Rutherford, 2000; Mariño et al., 2003).

In contrast, those in their late teens to mid-twenties who work for pimps or independently usually have finished or nearly finished secondary school and engage in sex work (which they say they find “thrilling” and “enjoyable”) to facilitate a choice of lifestyle (Infante et al., 2009; Mariño et al., 2003). When comparing MSWs and men who have sex with men, sex workers often have significantly less education and experience a higher incidence of social and physical vulnerability and discrimination (Cortez et al., 2011; Infante et al., 2009; Tun et al., 2008). This disparity may be exacerbated in countries where sex work is illegal.

Legal Context of MSWs in Latin America

Male sexual services in Latin America are readily available to anyone with an interest and some cash (Hodge, 2001, 2005b; Mitchell, 2010), although not all Latin America countries have legalized sex work. Where sex work is illegal, sex workers are more stigmatized and vulnerable (Aggleton, Parker, & Maluwa, 2003; Arnold & Barling, 2003; Vandepitte et al., 2006). In such countries, sex workers’ rights are not protected, nor are their health needs considered important. Little is known about how sex workers in these contexts navigate their limited work rights or access equitable health services, or social and legal protections. Understanding the intersection between the social and legal contexts of sex work in Latin America is key to addressing health inequities for this group. These socioeconomic inequities may go some way in explaining the commitment of MSWs (or lack thereof) to safe sex practices and health outcomes.

Sexual Health

Safer sex practices are acknowledged as a key to reducing the incidence of sexually transmitted infections (STIs; UNAIDS, 2010). The social context of MSWs is important, as poor social support and financial instability may lead MSWs to engage in unsafe sexual practices with both clients and their partners, such as choosing to forgo condom use in particular situations (Padilla & Castellanos, 2008; Schifter, 1998, 1999). In the Dominican Republic, for example, Padilla and Castellanos (2008) found that some MSWs did not use condoms with regular clients who they felt were trustworthy, or with their steady girlfriend(s). Notably, UNAIDS (2010) reported that MSWs in five Latin America countries used condoms in their interactions with clients between 45 percent and 91 percent of the time. In Mexico, for instance, some did not use condoms in certain situations, despite their awareness of the protective attributes, because they did not like how the condom felt or tasted (Colby, 2003). This is not exclusive to Latin American MSWs, as similar sentiments have been found in many other populations (i.e., Bagnol & Mariano, 2008; Hall, Hogben, Carlton, Liddon, & Koumans, 2008; MacPhail & Campbell, 2001; Serovich, Craft, McDowell, Grafsky, & Andrist, 2009; Sturges et al., 2009). As these studies clearly indicate, being a MSW is a particularly risky profession in terms of the health of both worker and client, and the lack of legal and medical protections exacerbates these risks.

Risky sexual behavior also has been linked to drug use by MSWs. In Sao Paulo, for instance, 50 percent of 520 MSWs studied indicated that they had used cocaine, marijuana, and/or crack within the previous year (Grandi et al., 2000). Clients also may encourage drug use and pay MSWs to use cocaine with them in hotel rooms. Drug and alcohol use is prevalent among Latin America MSWs from low socioeconomic backgrounds, often those who work on the streets (Grandi et al., 2000; Infante et al., 2009; Mariño et al., 2003; Schifter, 1998, 1999). Of concern, then, is the influence that drug and alcohol use may have on the ability of MSWs to assess their risk of contracting STIs, negotiate personal safety, and enforce safer sex practices; exchanging sex for money, drugs, or food is associated with higher incidence of HIV infection (Pando et al., 2003). While recreational drug use is not directly associated with HIV, regular cocaine use is significantly associated with an HIV-positive diagnosis (Pando et al., 2003). Thus, drug use is another risk factor that elevates the health risks of MSWs.

STI and HIV Risk Assessment and Transmission

Although some MSWs are engaging in unsafe sexual activities with clients, both the sex worker and their clients go through a risk assessment process to determine whether or not to use a condom (Caceres, 2002; Padilla & Castellanos, 2008). However, even those who try to be diligent and consistent with their condom use may not always be able to maintain safe sex behaviors (Grandi et al., 2000; Infante et al., 2009), as some MSWs are coerced and others intentionally forgo safe sex practices (Padilla & Castellanos, 2008). In situations where they do not use condoms, some MSWs use strategies they believe will reduce their risk of contracting STIs:


When performing oral sex I might do it correctly at the beginning, but when the client starts enjoying it, I will start talking to him and I will masturbate him. Also when having sexual intercourse I close my legs so that the client’s penis does not reach my anus. Basically he will be fucking my legs. These are strategies for me. (Infante et al., 2009, p. 134)



MSWs in the Dominican Republic indicated that if they had unprotected sex with a client, they did not disclose this information to their girlfriend(s) or suggest they use a condom for fear of being labeled gay or a sex worker; as one 26-year-old MSW commented, “Can you imagine after four years me telling her we’re going to use condoms! What would she think?” (Padilla & Castellanos, 2008, p. 8). In Brazil, between 63 percent and 83 percent of MSWs who engaged in anal sex with their clients (with and/or without a condom) did not use condoms with their steady partners (Grandi et al., 2000).

Conversely, in an Argentinean study by Disogra (2012), a minority of participants (3.7 percent) mentioned having insertive anal sex without a condom. Only one MSW said he was was willing to perform receptive anal sex without a condom, whereas the majority (63.3 percent) said they had receptive anal sex with a condom. Disogra (see part three of this chapter) also noted that condom use during a commercial sex encounter decreased significantly when the MSW perceived that the client’s penis was large. Although this may be because neither the MSW nor the client had large enough condoms, this raises important questions about the resources and education available to Latin America MSWs in support of safe sex practices.

Considering the risk assessment process MSWs undertake to justify unprotected sexual activity with their clients and the reality of the statistics, they may not be as informed about STIs as they should be or perceive themselves to be (Infante et al., 2009; Mariño et al., 2003; Padilla & Castellanos, 2008). Unfortunately, sex worker education, empowerment, and services are limited and/or sparse in many Latin American countries. This inequitable lack of health services attuned to the needs of sex workers further impedes the ability of MSWs to make safer sex choices, and to negotiate and enforce protective behaviors. Limited access to condoms and to education about safer sex has grave implications for MSWs, their clients, and their steady partners. Awareness about MSWs, the risk of STIs and HIV/AIDS, as well as perceived access to health services, may also be reflected in how MSWs are represented in popular Latin American culture.

Media and Sex Work in Latin America

Since the 1970s, the issue of masculinity and male sexuality in Latin America has been the subject of both academic and popular cultural discussion (see Correa, Jaramillo, & Ucros, 1972). Although academics on the continent contributed to the legitimization of sexual diversity through analyses of its influences, the pathological view of homosexuality remained intact well into the 1990s or even later. In this heteronormative context, the media played an important role in providing a channel through which sexual minorities could present and advocate for their rights. For instance, films like Strawberry and Chocolate (1993) from the late Cuban director Tomas Gutiérrez helped spark debate on the subject in Cuba and created a social space that considered the rights of homosexuals. Acceptance and inclusion can also be seen in Argentina, where same-sex marriage was approved in 2010, and in Brazil, Ecuador, Uruguay, and Colombia, where civil unions for same-sex couples were approved in 2011; in 2013, Uruguay and Brazil took the next step and approved same sex marriges.

While sexual diversity is slowly becoming the norm in Latin America, MSWs usually have much less visibility in the media than their female counterparts. From time to time, however, a scandal or other event involving MSWs will attract attention and ignite sensationalist media reporting. To analyze media constructed images of MSWs in Latin America, we present two articles that appeared in Somos, an Argentinian political magazine from the 1990s (Guarinoni, 1991; Messi & Girardi, 1991); two movies from the 2000s; and websites that advertise male escorts.

MSWs in Written Media

In the article titled “Taxi boys. La prostitución masculina crece: cómo, cuándo y dónde” (“Taxi boys: Masculine prostitution grows: how, when and where”), which was published in early 1991 in the popular Argentine magazine Somos, the authors described a group of MSWs who worked as escorts out of an apartment in Buenos Aires. The workers promoted their services in local newspapers and had a “manager” who answered the telephone and arranged appointments with clients. The article reveals that their monthly income from sex work was between US$1,500 to US$2,000 each; workers who recruited clients on the streets earned much less. The authors also noted that a number of MSWs who worked on the street and homosexuals in the Barrio Norte (an upper-class district in Buenos Aires) had been murdered. In this regard, MSWs who advertised in the press were described as being safer and more expensive than those who worked on the street. The MSWs were described as young men between age 21 and 24, sometimes older if they had established longstanding relationships with clients or if they had a large penis (Messi & Girardi, 1991).
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FIGURE 15.1

DVD cover for a Spanish film, Ronda Nocturna.
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FIGURE 15.2

Poster for the Cuban film, Chamaco. Copyright © ICAIC, 2010

Although MSWs advertised in Somos that they provided sexual services to men, women, and couples, the MSWs described in the article saw significantly more male than female clients. In the article, the typical image of the MSW client was an older homosexual man or wealthy woman. This contradicts findings from a more recent study by Disogra, Minichiello, and Mariño (see part three of this chapter), which suggests that MSWs’ clients are primarily heterosexual couples age 35 to 40, women age 20 to 40, and men age 21 to 70; MSW respondents also described many of their clients as married. Sexual services offered ranged from sexual intercourse to group sex, sadomasochism, and voyeurism. Some clients used drugs, particularly cocaine.

The second article in Somos indicated that MSWs also worked in women-only nightclubs and presented several pictures of the escorts dancing and undressing in front of their female audience (Guarinoni, 1991). The club patrons were described as “mostly wealthy women.” The two articles included nine pictures, mostly of the escorts at the nightclub, although one showed a male escort picking up a client on the street. He was pictured leaning into the window of an automobile while he negotiated with the potential client. As this brief analysis demonstrates, journalists can construct images of MSWs that may contradict those of the sex workers themselves and are not consistent with ever-changing contexts occuring in the sale and purchase of sex work services.

MSWs in Film

The Argentinean film Ronda Nocturna (Night Watch) is a story about Victor, a working-class MSW who recruits sex work clients on the street of Buenos Aires and also sells drugs. There is a contrast between the film’s protagonist in the initial scenes of the movie, where he is portrayed as an energetic young man in the company of other MSWs, to the final scenes, where he is portrayed as defeated and rather lonely, thus suggesting that being an MSW is dispiriting work full of chaos and crisis.

Victor displays a strong commitment to condom use. For example, on the cover of the movie DVD, Victor is in a toilet stall holding a condom in his hand (see figure 15.1). In another scene he uses a condom when he provides sexual services to the police officer who protects him. When the police officer asks him whether he is “taking care” of himself, Victor pulls condoms out of his pocket to show that he is. Victor also indicates that he would never provide unsafe sexual services after talking about his friend, another MSW who had contracted HIV as a result of providing unprotected sexual services in exchange for more money. Clearly, this film portrays a message that “good” MSWs are “safe” MSWs—safe equated with condom use.

More recently, an independent Cuban movie called Chamaco explored the issue of MSWs in Cuba (see figure 15.2). The director, Juan Carlos Cremata, emphasized that the movie, staged in nocturnal Havana, explores the gay underground universe of MSWs, corruption, the consequences of homophobia, and the economic crisis in Cuba.

Cremata portrays MSWs as young men (including adolescents) who are struggling to adapt to new environments, in financial trouble, and experiencing difficulties in their relationships; many of them meet tragic ends. This theme is also featured in the 2000 novel-turned-movie La Virgen de los Sicarios (Our Lady of the Assassins), by Colombian writer Fernando Vallejo, which has urban violence as the central theme. It also suggests that homosexuality and MSWs in Latin America are strongly associated with the criminal underground in large cities. These feature films construct a specific image of MSWs as young vulnerable men exploited by clients, criminals, and society.

MSWs on the Internet

MSWs today increasingly promote their services on the Internet. There are several websites devoted to MSWs, some in a specific city, others to a particular country, while others attract a worldwide audience. The websites where MSWs advertise usually include a wide range of information and pictures for potential clients to peruse. For example, MSWs often provide information about their age, skin color, eye color, hair color, sexual orientation, sexual services provided, contact details (e.g., city, telephone, email), and pictures or videos of themselves. Information about penis size is also frequently mentioned.
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FIGURE 15.3

The website www.soytuyo.com is designed for male sex worker/client networking.

Copyright © Soy Tuyo, 2013

An analysis of two of these websites was undertaken to understand MSWs’ Internet advertising in Latin America. The first was revistaratones.com. A total of 92 escorts promoted their sexual services on this site at the time of the survey. More than half (51 percent) indicated that they were between age 20 and 24, and 35 percent were between 25 and 30. Few said that they were over 30 (8 percent) or under 20 (4 percent). The vast majority described themselves as “top only” (64 percent), 29 percent said they were versatile, and 7 percent were “bottoms.” It was interesting to note that about 34 percent of the escorts made comments about their penis; MSWs who said they were top only also were more likely (91 percent) to make comments about their penis size.

The majority of MSWs (56 percent) indicated that they provide services to males, females, and couples. About 15 percent stated that they offered sexual services exclusively to male clients, and 15 percent only to men and couples. Only 1 percent stated that they offered services to ladies only, and 13 percent did not specify. Interestingly, tops were more likely (75 percent) to indicate that they offered sexual services to males, female, and couples than the versatile escorts (25 percent).

A similar picture emerges from an analysis of the website Soytuyo.com, which included a profile of 151 escorts (see figure 15.3). The majority of the MSWs identified themselves as tops (57 percent), 28 percent indicated that they were versatile, and the remainder did not state their sexual position. The majority of the escorts (64 percent) indicated that they offer their sexual services to men, women, and couples, with 15 percent providing services exclusively to men and 10 percent to men and couples. Again, tops were more likely to indicate that they offered their services to men, women, and couples, and to make comments about their penis. It is worth noting that it was not unusual for some escorts to post a statement that they were unavailable because they were traveling overseas, which suggests a growing trend toward sexual tourism. Many were traveling to other countries in Latin America and Europe, particularly Spain and England, and a few to Australia and the United States. Overseas websites such as Rentboy.com or Rentboyaustralia.com.au frequently mention the ethnicity of the escorts, and Latino escorts are appearing in larger numbers.

Chat forums, where clients talk about their experiences with escorts, are also a useful source of information. These forums are public and require individuals to register in order to post messages. One such forum is Foro Escorts (Escorts Forum). Analysis of the clients’ message content reveals that clients often ask for more information about MSWs who advertise on various websites, and then report their experience with the MSWs—be it good or bad. When an experience with a specific MSW is reported, it usually describes what took place during the encounter and the sexual acts performed. Some rate their encounters on the following criteria: MSW’s attitude, physical attractiveness, punctuality, personal neatness, and the escort’s degree of sexual involvement during the encounter, including what he was or was not prepared to do. Penis size is often detailed here, including an escort’s ability to maintain an erection. Clients often specified whether the MSW used condoms for oral sex but not for anal sex; whether or not he kisses; and whether or not he offers passive anal services. Of particular interest was a much used “tips” guide for clients that was written by a forum participant. Table 15.1 provides an abridged version of the tips.

Snapshot of Male Sex Workers: Some Research Findings

As mentioned above, drawing conclusions about MSWs from research among other populations does not represent or do justice to the particular sociocultural context in which MSWs in Latin America live and work. The following section provides a snapshot of a Latin American cohort of MSWs who took part in a study conducted by Disogra, Minichiello, and Mariño of 145 MSWs from Argentina. These results are compared to the characteristics, behaviors, and attitudes of MSWs in other Latin American countries.

The Argentinean Study

The data for this study were collected in two cities in Argentina, where sex work is legal, at three different times: Cordoba (2001-2002 and 2005-2007) and Buenos Aires (2007-2008). In order to gather information from Argentinean MSWs about their characteristics, behaviors, attitudes, and use of health services, the researchers used an adapted and translated (into Argentine Spanish) version of the Survey to Sex Workers and the Interaction Diary for Sex Work (see Mariño, Minichiello, & Browne, 1999, for a detailed description of the survey methodology). Participants were asked to fill in the Survey to Sex Workers once at the beginning of the study and were given the Interaction Diary twice during the study period. Of the 311 MSWs from both cities who were invited to be a part of the study, 145 agreed to participate, 71 from Cordoba and 74 from Buenos Aires.

Participant Characteristics

The 145 participants ranged from 16 to 43 years of age and had been working in the sex industry from six months to more than 10 years. In terms of education, 34.5 percent had finished high school, 28.9 percent had not finished high school, 19.7 percent had a university education, 9.9 percent had some primary school education, and 7.0 percent had some technical or professional training. Compared to previous studies in Latin America (see Cortez et al., 2011; Grandi et al., 2000; Infante et al., 2009), this sample of MSWs had reported more formal education above elementary school, and more had completed a secondary and tertiary education, as well as technical and professional training.

The majority of MSWs chose to work in the sex industry mainly for the money (48.9 percent) or for lack of other job opportunities (24.8 percent); 56.4 percent indicated that sex work was their only source of income. Consistent with Latin American MSWs with higher education and those who do not work on the street (Mariño et al., 2003), the majority (52.8 percent) of this Argentine sample indicated that their income from sex work was “enough to get ahead.” Some said they were able to accumulate savings (22.9 percent), and 6.9 percent did not have money problems. Only 11.1 percent said their income did not cover their minimal expenses.

TABLE 15.1

Tips Provided by a Client to Those Contracting Male Sex Workers (Abridged)



	
1.  If you can, take your escort to a hotel. Do not go to his or your house.

2.  Always carry condoms!

3.  Never carry more cash than necessary!

4.  If the escort comes to your place, never leave small valuable objects in sight, such as (gold) chains, mobile phones, rings or money.

5.  If the MSW does not fulfill your expectations, … take it like a gentleman and then put the information in the Forum, so it does not happen to anybody else.

6.  When you make the commercial transaction, everything must be clear, how much does he charge and the service that he is going to provide … Do not rely on ambiguities such as “active participative.” … You both need to understand clearly the conditions of the contract.

7.  If you want to know whether he is healthy, offer him money to do it without condom. If he says yes, there are no warranties that he is healthy.

8.  If you want to know whether he takes drugs, ask him … if he would like to share drugs with you. If he gets excited and tells you that he can bring drugs with him … look somewhere else.

9.  Be clean. Do not provide excuses for a bad odor. Clean breath, no body odor, and respect him if you want to be respected.

10.  Always ask his age; in particular if you think he is young. Be sure that he is above age.

11.  Always respect the terms of your contract with the escort. Do not bargain once you have received the service.

12.  If the MSW wants to charge in advance, show him the money and give him half at the beginning and half when the deal is done within the stipulated time.

Good luck, the rest depends on your common sense and the fact that you have chosen the right MSW for you.



Source: MAHONY69, 2011

Sexual Identity and Preference

In terms of sexual orientation, 42.1 percent of the sample said they were gay, 28.6 percent said they were heterosexual, and 27.8 percent said they were bisexual. In addition, 31.9 percent had a steady female partner, 24.1 percent had male partners, and 2.1 percent had a transgender partner. Although the majority of the MSWs indicated that they were gay or bisexual, when asked, “How do you feel when you have sexual relations with men?” 51.5 percent responded that they felt “well” or “very well,” 33.3 percent were neutral, and 15.2 percent felt “bad” or “very bad.” This inconsistency between reported sexual orientation and feelings about sexual activity with men may support the notion that the services MSWs provide to other men are not necessarily related to how they describe their sexual identity (see Parker, 1999; Phua, 2010; Schifter, 1998, 1999; Tun et al., 2008). This finding may also be seen in table 15.2, which summarizes the services MSWs provide.

As stated earlier, a man’s masculinity in Latin American culture is defined by his position in society and during sexual activities. As such, being the top during anal intercourse (which 99.3 percent of the MSWs in the survey were willing to do) does not undermine masculinity. In this respect, gay or bisexual MSWs who provide this service may secure the benefits of patriarchal constructions of power active in Latin American cultures. Interestingly, only 59.1 percent of MSW respondents said they would be the bottom during protected anal intercourse, whereas 69.9 percent of those who identified as gay or bisexual said they would, which suggests that almost all the MSW respondents identifying as gay or bisexual are willing to be the passive sexual partner, as they did not confuse this act with their social, gender, or sexual roles. Gay or bisexual MSW respondents who are not willing to be passive sexual partners may refuse to do so precisely because it reduces their sense of masculinity and/or how their masculinity is perceived by others. Considering that the majority of the sample chose sex work for the money or a lack of other opportunities, some MSWs within this sample may be “gay for pay” (see Mitchell, 2010). Thus, Argentinian MSWs’ level of comfort with providing sexual services to men may have more to do with the financial rewards than with sexual identity.

Drug Use

Research indicates that drug use among Latin America MSWs is high, particularly for those working on the streets (see Grandi et al., 2000; Infante et al., 2009; Mariño et al., 2003; Schifter, 1998, 1999). In the Argentine sample, 51.5 used tobacco daily, 52.2 percent consumed alcohol one to several times a week, 22 percent used marijuana from once a week to every day, and 18.7 percent used cocaine from once a week to every day. Although tobacco and alcohol were used by the majority of the sample, the use of illegal substances like marijuana and cocaine was much lower than their use among MSWs in, for example, Sao Paulo (Grandi et al., 2000). Again, this trend within the Argentine sample may be the result of less precarious work conditions (i.e., working on the street or for pimps), higher levels of education, and being within and providing services to a higher socioeconomic element of the population. Considering that drug use has been associated with STI transmission (Pando et al., 2003), the sexual health characteristics of this group are also of interest.

Sexual Health

In terms of their sexual health, MSWs were “worried” to “very worried” about contracting HIV (81.5 percent) or another STI (82.8 percent) while providing commercial sex services. This concern may be why the vast majority of MSWs indicated that they engage in safer sex practices (e.g., condom use) when providing sexual services. Although they claimed to practice safe commercial sex, these MSWs may still be at risk for STIs and HIV/AIDS, as many had several sexual partners (see Padilla & Castellanos, 2008). For instance, although many of these MSWs (58.1 percent) had a steady partner, 22.5 percent said they had slept with 2-5 other people (not including clients) in the previous 30 days, 26.8 percent had 6-10 other sexual partners, 19 percent had 11-50, and 3.5 percent had had 51-100 other casual partners in the previous year. As indicated earlier, this trend may stem from the macho stereotype within Latin American culture that encourages men to have sex with numerous partners as proof of their prowess (i.e., Cardoso, 2002; Padilla, 2008). As such, MSWs who are concerned about the risk of STIs and HIV/AIDS also live within a sociocultural landscape that may encourage men to have multiple sexual partners. However, the influence of these contradictory messages on the sexual health of MSWs and that of their casual sexual partners is not fully understood.

TABLE 15.2

Services MSWs Say They Would Offer Clients



	SEXUAL SERVICES
	PERCENTAGE OF MSWs PROVIDING SERVICE



	Fuck the client with condom
	99.3



	The client masturbates you
	97.2



	Watch porn videos
	94.3



	You masturbate yourself
	92.9



	Erotic massage
	88.3



	Mutual masturbation (the client and you)
	87.1



	Rub the bodies until finishing
	84.8



	You masturbate the client
	80.0



	Hugs and kisses
	78.2



	The client sucks your ass
	72.8



	Talk about dirty things
	72.6



	Suck the client’s dick with condom
	71.3



	You finish in the client’s mouth, without condom
	62.8



	The client fucks you with condom
	59.1



	Put the fist into the client’s ass
	39.4



	Golden shower (urine all over the body)
	36.3



	Ties and whips
	32.1



	Sadomasochism
	31.1



	Suck the client’s ass
	24.3



	Black rain (feces all over the body)
	19.3



	Suck the client’s dick without condom
	14.4



	Fuck the client without condom
	6.0



	The client puts his fist into your ass
	5.1



	The client finishes in your mouth, without condom
	2.2



	The client fucks you without condom
	0.8


Source: MAHONY69, 2011

Attitudes toward Health-Care Services

Among MSWs who said they had sexual health concerns, 33.3 percent indicated that they avoided public (26.8 percent) health-care services and private (31.7 percent) health-care services. Reasons for this included being worried that health-care staff would ask them if they were sex workers, that they would be asked for their names (4.9-14.6 percent), and the potential link between clinics and police (7.3 percent). The avoidance of both public and private health-care services may speak to the social stigma associated with sex work (see Allen, 2007; Padilla & Castellanos, 2008) and men who transgress the Latin America macho stereotypes (Campuzano, 2009; Padilla, 2008; Schifter, 1998, 1999). For instance, if MSWs are asked if they engage in sex work, they may subsequently be asked about the services they provide. This may mean disclosing that they perform insertive anal sex being the top (99.3 percent of the sample did this with a condom; see table 15.2), and perform receptive anal sex being the bottom (59.1 percent did with a condom). Independently, either of these activities may not be more stigmatizing than being homosexual. However, as mentioned above, men who are both tops and bottoms in their sexual encounters (with men or women) may not be perceived as truly macho men because their sexual behavior and/or preferences encompass both sides of the gender divide (see Parker, 1999; Phua, 2010; Schifter, 1998, 1999).

Although 78 percent of the MSW respondents thought the healthcare services available were “good” to “excellent” in dealing with their STI concerns, many also perceived that the services were inaccessible. Reasons for inaccessibility included long wait times to see a doctor (67.2 percent), inconvenient clinic hours (29.9 percent), being treated badly by clinic staff (15.7 percent), distance to the clinic (8.2 percent), and the cost of services (6.7 percent). Even though some MSWs avoided health-care services or felt they were inaccessible, 70.9 percent indicated that if they needed medical advice for an STI they would go to the public hospital; 21.1 percent said they would go to a private clinic, 18.3 percent would consult a friend or relative, and 4.2 percent would seek advice from other MSWs.

Considering these findings, Argentine MSWs may have higher than average knowledge of the potential gravity of STIs and HIV/AIDS and would seek medical advice, even when health-care services create and/or perpetuate the stigma against sex work and MSWs, in addition to lack of access to health services. Two additional characteristics of this sample may also play a role in their potentially higher than average sexual health knowledge and awareness:


Education level. According to research across numerous disciplines and global populations (Anwar, Sulaiman, Anmadi, & Khan, 2010; Cooper, 2011; Juelson, 2008; Mudingayi, Lutala, & Mupenda, 2011), higher levels of education are associated with higher than average sexual health knowledge and awareness. Because the Argentine MSW respondents were generally more educated than MSWs in some other Latin America studies (see Cortez et al., 2011; Grandi et al., 2000; Infante et al., 2009; Padilla & Castellanos, 2008), they may also have more sexual health knowledge and awareness.

The legality of sex work in Argentina. In countries where sex work is legal or decriminalized, sex workers have better access to sexual health knowledge and awareness than those in countries where sex work is illegal (Aggleton et al., 2003; Arnold & Barling, 2003; Vandepitte et al., 2006). This may be due to a higher incidence of sex worker associations and unions, which advocate safe sexual activities with clients and partners, provide social support, and promote sex worker education and rights. As such, the Argentine sample may generally engage in safer sex practices and seek out medical advice about their sexual health concerns because they have access to support systems and may be educated about their labor and social rights (see also Disogra, Mariño, & Minichiello, 2005; Mariño et al., 2000).



MSWs and the Law

A testament to the legality of sex work in Argentina is the fact that 65 percent of the MSWs indicated that they had never had contact with police while working. This also may be due to the fact that the vast majority of the MSWs in this sample worked privately and only advertised their services in gay newspapers, on websites, or in chat rooms dedicated to the sex industry. Of the 35 percent who had encountered police when working, 46.3 percent said such an event was rare, 37.3 percent said these events occurred “from time to time,” and 11.5 percent said they experienced these encounters almost the entire time they had worked.

Reported by 35 percent of the sample, the type of police encounters were varied and included being told to vacate the street (14), being treated well (13), being asked for money (8), being asked for services for which the police officer paid (6), being arrested (6), being mocked (4), being sexually abused (2), being physically abused (2), and not being paid for services (1). Although some MSWs had negative and/or abusive encounters with police, the low incidence may again speak to the legal status of sex work in Argentina and the availability of peer support and sex worker rights (see Disogra et al., 2005).

Conclusion

This chapter has illustrated how the unique circumstances of defining masculinity in a Latin American cultural and social context shape how male sex work in Latin America unfolds. There are some important differences in how the male sex industry is structured and how the interaction between clients and sex workers evolves and changes within these cultural contexts. Unlike the sex industry in North America and Europe, there appears to be greater fluidity in the expression of sexuality in Latin America. For example, the majority of the escorts advertising on the Internet advertised their services to both men and women; this contrasts with findings on North American websites, where the focus is on male-to-male sex (see chapters 4 and 5). This of course also creates a different context for the spread of STIs and may explain why the epidemiology of HIV/AIDS in South America shows a more equal proportion of men and women in high-risk groups.

Another difference worth noting is that, with the higher levels of poverty and unemployment in such countries, more young males, including straight identifying males, are turning “gay for pay” and offering top services to clients. That there is a growing market for male sexual services, openly expressed via websites and chat rooms and increasingly in the local press, indicates that the sexual landscape is changing in these countries. The focus is less on explaining why this phenomenon is occurring and more on how to adapt the business to effectively meet the needs of clients and people who seek to work in the male sex industry. Gay issues are also receiving increased political attention. For example, the governments in Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay have passed legislation recognizing gay marriage, and with such rights comes a more open debate about sexual and intimate relations between men. This puts more focus on the multiple sexualities found in those (and all) cultures and creates more positive opportunities for younger men to sexualize their bodies, including selling them for money. The oldest profession clearly is becoming less gender specific.

Sex worker education, empowerment, and services are limited or sparse in Latin America. Notably, STI and HIV/AIDS prevention and interventions that encourage MSWs and their clients to use condoms during commercial sex encounters and with their steady and casual partners is needed. Such programs must take into account the many differences throughout Latin America’s sex work populations. For example, many “tops” do not identify as gay and also have sex with women. This creates a different set of sexual health contexts and discourses about how to approach public health—should a campaign be directed to gay forums or to forums where women are the clients and female partners of MSWs. Should the message be different for each context? The availability of the Internet to male commercial sex operations can also be seen as an opportunity to reach more people with targeted interventions. From a technical standpoint, there already are several explanatory models of safer sex to inform those interventions. What is needed now is the political will to fund and carry them out in the countries where they are needed most.

Finally, it is evident from the images included in this chapter that the male body is a sexualized commodity at two levels: as an erotic sexual masculine expression with its own language, visuals, culture, and evolving discourses; and as a way for men to earn money or to purchase male sexual services, with increased visibility and normalized discourses around masculinity and sexuality. Thus, the business of selling sex among men is evolving toward greater societal openness, acceptance, and inclusivity.
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New information technologies not only have increased the availability of male sex work and made it more visible, they also have opened up clear distinctions between male sex workers, some of whom have been advantaged within the global economy while others struggle. Premium escorts make a choice to deliver services in select cities around the globe, and make informed choices about where they will travel. Contrast this to the workers described by Heide Castañeda, who travel from impoverished places because of their families’ desperate financial situations. They do not offer a premium product and often are seen as undercutting local sex markets. As migrants, they do not have access to health insurance and they struggle to get services because of their low income and noncitizen status. The impression is that they approach this sort of work as transient and opportunistic, and they have little control over their working life and environment. However, they are not powerless and they have made a decision to engage in sex work because they see it as providing opportunities not otherwise available to them.

There has been an inclination in previous literature on male sex work to present disadvantage as a product of the individual’s pathology or of homosexual subcultures. The problems of male sex workers, therefore, were not attributed to social, political, and economic conditions in the wider society. While feminists drew attention to how wider structural conditions, especially patriarchy, influenced the conditions of female sex work, few organizations were willing to champion male sex workers. One issue was that many male sex workers were considered to sit outside both the gay and mainstream communities, and constructions of hypermasculinity, which many male sex workers present in their self-marketing, emphasize qualities such as power, strength, and rationality. Society’s failure to respond to the needs of immigrant workers is clearly articulated in this chapter through the notion of structural violence. We take this a step further to make the following observation: male sex work can be a product of sociostructural disadvantage and at-risk behavior a result of alienating migrant sex workers from access to the public health and welfare services.
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It’s a sunny June morning in Berlin’s Schöneberg district as I walk down a shady sidewalk with two young men, Andrei and Georgi. Although the 19-year-olds arrived from Romania just a few months earlier, they had visited Germany many times before. They’re dressed to impress: Andrei’s jeans are fastened in place by a flashy silver belt buckle with the Dolce & Gabbana logo, complemented by black Puma sneakers and a fitted blue T-shirt. As he walks, he nonchalantly eats breakfast, a small package of cookies from the gas station. Georgi is dressed in similar fashion: a sequined Ed Hardy print T-shirt, his spiky gelled black hair in need of a trim. They’re full of “swag”—an English term popular among young Berliners—which seems to belie their current activity: picking up discarded cigarette butts. As we walk, Georgi bends over to collect the butts, which he hands to Andrei. Every four or five steps, he bends over or squats to the ground. They have a system in place: bend, pick up, hand over, walk, bend, pick up, hand over. It takes a keen eye to distinguish which are worth picking up, those that have enough white left behind the brown filter, but they have a good pace going. Before an afternoon nap, they tear open the thin paper and mix the tobacco with a small chunk of hashish. It’s a Friday, so they get some rest before heading to the bars and working until early the next morning.

Andrei and Georgi are part of the growing phenomenon of migrant male sex workers (MSWs) in German cities, a population that remains underexplored by social scientists, despite a long history of male sex work as part of the nation’s erotic landscape (Evans, 2003).1 In this chapter, I argue that this increase in migrant MSWs is a response to the complementary but contradictory appearance of economic opportunities (freedom of movement across European Union [EU] borders) and constraints (transitional measures restricting migrants’ access to the labor market). A major focus of this chapter is the primary health concerns faced by this population, moving beyond the myopic association between sex work and HIV to contextualize health risks as a result of macro-level processes, including poverty, discrimination, unemployment, lack of housing, inadequate health-care access, and removal from kin support structures through migration. Especially troubling is their lack of access to medical services, reflecting a socio-legal position that resembles that of unauthorized migrants rather than EU citizens. To encourage and maintain the availability of appropriate services for MSWs, it is important to add to the sparse literature on their health status and use of health services.
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FIGURE 16.1

Still from the award-winning German film Rentboys (Die Jungs vom Bahnhof Zoo), which describes the lives of male sex workers in Berlin.

The lives of MSWs in Berlin are the subject of the award-winning 2011 film Rent Boys (German title: Die Jungs von Bahnhof Zoo) by director and prominent gay rights activist Rosa von Praunheim. A Berlin organization working with this population reported that the film provides a “relatable picture of life in prostitution and illustrates the experiences of familial, societal, and sexual violence that the boys have traversed,” as well as “exploitation because of inequality, racism, and poverty” (Subway, 2012).2 Rent Boys focuses on three young Roma migrants who take up sex work in Germany to escape poverty in their native Romania. The filmmakers follow one of the men, Lionel, back to his home village, where it becomes obvious that migration into sex work is a common, but hushed, strategy adopted by local youth.

Indeed, only in recent years have scholars begun to turn their attention to the largely invisible population of migrants who sell sex in a number of host country settings (Agustin, 2006). Contrary to many assumptions, there is a significant demand for male sex workers (Dennis, 2008). However, the men and boys in the global sex trade are almost completely ignored by social service agencies, administrative bodies, the media, and in scholarship. This is matched by “a silence in the literature on how men who are structurally disadvantaged in the global political economy—as gendered beings who are situated within multiple social hierarchies related to race, class, masculinity, and sexuality—are implicated in the patterns of ‘structural violence’ that shape the HIV/AIDS epidemic” (Padilla, 2007, p. xii). Examining structural violence provides an analytic tool for understanding how health and disease are impacted by social inequalities and how political economic systems put particular individuals or groups in situations of extreme vulnerability. The concept of structural vulnerability can extend this analysis to an examination of how a host of mutually reinforcing economic, political, cultural, and psychodynamic insults that dispose individuals and communities toward ill health are embodied (Quesada, Hart, & Bourgois, 2011). MSWs face a lack of economic options, live in precarious social situations, and encounter structures of dependency that may lead them to engage in risky practices associated with the transmission of HIV and other sexually transmitted infections (STIs). In much of the existing literature, MSWs are assigned considerably more agency than females, thus framing them as active risk-takers and negating the importance of constrained opportunity (Dennis, 2008). Indeed, despite impressive documentation of associations between structural forces and the prevalent burden of illness, public health interventions continue to focus primarily on changing the micro-behaviors of individuals through educational interventions and models of rational decision making. Furthermore, prevention efforts for this population have been insufficient because specific risks differ from those for female sex workers and require tailored interventions (Allman & Myers, 1999).

This chapter first explores the role of migration as it relates to male sex work, before turning to a description of the German case in particular. Unique to the German situation is not only the fact that prostitution is a legal activity but that these migrant MSWs are not “illegal” because they are EU citizens. However, while permitted to travel across borders, at the time of this study, most were not yet authorized to work in Germany because of transitional measures curbing access to national labor markets. After considering why these young men migrate away from their home countries, including social marginalization and a lack of economic opportunities, I describe their life in a large city, in this case Berlin. The chapter then turns to major health concerns, using a structural vulnerability framework and arguing for a more holistic understanding of the health needs of Germany’s migrant MSWs.

Background: Male Sex Work and Migration

Sex work is defined as any occupation where an individual is hired to provide sexual services in exchange for money and/or other items of value (Minichiello et al., 2001). This characterization views sexual labor as a legitimate means of employment; however, at the same time, it does not preclude the very real occurrence of exploitation. It underscores the need to understand prostitution as labor, rather than making assumptions about individual pathology (Parsons, 2005) or overestimating the role of human trafficking (Agustin, 2006).

Male and transgender sex work remains underresearched, even in the commercial sex literature, where the bulk of scholarship remains focused on the experiences of women. This is due in part to the multiple marginalities MSWs experience and a lack of solid theoretical frameworks. Men are involved in intimate sexual labor within an increasingly global or transnational context, even though intimacy is far more often attributed to the physical and emotional labor of women (Constable, 2009). With prostitution often discursively constituted as “women’s work,” the lack of attention to the risks MSWs face reinforces the very dualism that many feminists would wish to challenge, since it reproduces preexisting heteronormative assumptions about gender in which women are “naturally” sexual objects. Thus, work on MSWs strongly challenges prevailing gender logic (Smith, 2011). Similarly, in contrast to research on women, research on male sex workers often focuses on sexual orientation; by contrast, female sex workers are rarely asked in studies if they enjoy heterosexual activity. This points to a need for more nuanced discussions on scholarly preconceptions about male and female bodies and the possibilities of same-sex desire.

Another reason for the lack of attention given to men and boys may be the belief that they constitute a negligible proportion of sex workers; “many authors reason that most clients are men, straight men outnumber gay men, and surely only gay men patronize male sex workers” (Dennis, 2008, p. 13). Thus, heteronormative definitions of “male” dominate the literature, especially as it pertains to those who purchase sex, and that when males purchase sex from other males, it cannot be linked to oppression. MSWs often are presented as “active, agentive, capitalizing on their talents, running their own business, never coerced, never degraded” (p. 19). While this may be the case for some high-salaried sex workers, most enter the field because of a lack of other options; many also report having experienced abusive childhoods, no opportunity to acquire legitimate marketable skills, and life on the streets.

Male sex workers are a heterogeneous group with diverse experiences, motivations, and identities. A clear distinction can be made between professional and nonprofessional (“street”) sex workers. Professional MSWs (also referred to as escorts or call boys, and who often solicit over the Internet) tend to be more financially secure, independent, and able to be more selective about clients and the types of sexual activities in which they engage. By contrast, nonprofessional sex workers—the focus of this chapter—largely enter this work because of poverty or poor social circumstances. Their environment is characterized by informality, dependency, and financial insecurity. Venue has a clear effect on power and control in sex work interactions, and thus has a direct impact on health and risk behavior (Parsons, 2005; Wright, 2003). While used throughout the literature, “street based” can be a misleading term, since solicitation typically occurs in bars, clubs, casinos, train stations, parks, and inside or in front of sex cinemas. In Germany, migrants dominate these sites because of their structural position as nonprofessional sex workers in addition to language barriers and a resultant inability to find and negotiate with clients over the Internet (although this is changing). Unlike professionalized escort services, street-based sex work is usually a temporary strategy characterized by a shifting set of people and locations. The dynamic features that make these men vulnerable also create significant barriers to social work and public health efforts, including a lack of monitoring data (Wright, 2012).

Migrants selling sex have been long neglected, even within migration studies, resulting in an entire category of labor migration that has been “discursively shunted—or perhaps tidied away” (Agustin, 2006, p. 29). Studies on male, transsexual, and transgender migrants who sell sex are even further marginalized, in part because of the emphasis on trafficking, which is largely viewed as happening only to women. As noted above, male sex workers generally do not fit the portrait of victimization and thus are not targeted by nor eligible for most programs.

Male Sex Workers in Germany

Male sex work has long been an integral part of the sexual topography in Germany. Using police surveillance records, court documents, and social service reports, Evans (2003) explores transgressive sexuality in postwar Berlin, describing men and youths risking incarceration under Germany’s slow-to-be-reformed, Nazi-era anti-sodomy legislation. The Bahnhof (train station) in particular became the primary site and symbol of male sex workers in Germany. Especially in Berlin, long divided administratively and sandwiched between two countries, the Bahnhof was thus a potent symbol of political transgression, debates over policing, social welfare, and criminality, as well as the site of much of the city’s clandestine sex trade (Evans, 2003). Red-light districts in Hamburg and public sites in cities like Bonn and Frankfurt have provided spaces for male prostitution since the 1950s (Whisnant, 2006). “Bahnhof boys” were a paradox for social service professionals in the postwar years, as they were viewed as both victims of and contributors to community instability. Hustlers attracted attention in the first half of the 1950s because they combined and concentrated many concerns that were central to public debates in the early Federal Republic: crime, prostitution, homosexuality, youth, and the dangers of the public sphere (Evans, 2003). A number of studies published on male prostitution in this period suggest a pattern of involvement of men between age 16 and 23 of working-class origin, who came from difficult family situations, a lack of economic opportunities, and involvement with other criminal activities (Whisnant, 2006).

Up to 90 percent of MSWs in Germany currently are migrants (KISS, 2012), up from an estimated 55 percent in 2007 (Gille, 2007). The specific needs of migrant sex workers from Central and Eastern Europe have been noted for some years (European Network on Male Prostitution, 2003; Wright, 2003). The current majority is overwhelmingly from Bulgaria and Romania, which joined the EU in 2007, partly explaining the timing of the increase. In previous years the majority was from Poland and the Czech Republic, following these countries’ entry to the EU in 2004. Inclusion in the EU has meant increased opportunities to travel, which is especially attractive to those crossing borders in search of work. The increase in migrant MSWs in Germany must be viewed as a response to both economic opportunities and constraints, as noted earlier. Both countries of origin for the migrants discussed here—Bulgaria and Romania—have considerably poorer standards of living than neighboring member states, leading to continued outmigration. In addition, both have a large number of socially and economically marginalized citizens of Roma ethnicity, who, as a result of the recent enlargement of the EU, are now Europe’s largest and poorest ethnic minority. Thus, migration and willingness to engage in sex work should be understood as a reflection of social exclusion and poor economic conditions within the framework of a transnational political economy.

Thus, unique to the German situation is not only the fact that prostitution is a legal activity but that these migrant MSWs are not “illegal” because they are EU citizens. Nonetheless, while permitted to travel freely throughout the EU, at the time of this study most individuals from the new member states were not yet authorized to work in Germany because of transitional measures curbing access to national labor markets until 2014. Individual governments of countries already part of the EU, including Germany, were given the option to apply restrictions to workers from Bulgaria and Romania for up to seven years. As a result, these new EU citizens faced many everyday forms of exclusion, including unemployment, unequal relationships in the housing market, and difficulty accessing medical care. If they are no longer participating in the health insurance schemes of their home countries, they are ineligible for the European Health Insurance Card, which provides coverage in other member states. Migrant participation in home country health insurance is notably uneven, even though the coordination of social security schemes is part of the EU enlargement process. Evidence from daily practice suggests that it can be difficult to maintain insurance enrollment because of the financial burden and/or bureaucratic constraints, and this has resulted in noticeable health disparities among many migrants from the new EU member states living in Germany (Castañeda, 2011).

Notably, the recent influx of migrants to German cities has resulted in heightened competition among street sex workers in places like Frankfurt, where clients have reported being approached by up to eight boys at a time (Fiedler, 2011). This has resulted in lower prices, with many sex workers earning only 200-350 euros a month (US$260-$460). This has created antagonism between migrants and German sex workers, as evident from the following postings in an online forum: “Over here there are a lot of Romanians that have ruined business. They offer a cheap screw and ruin everything for us. I don’t have a problem with foreigners … but that is some real damage they are creating. A screw for five or ten euros, I wouldn’t do that and neither would anyone else.”

The Impetus to Migrate: Social Marginalization, Economic Constraints

It is implicitly understood and sometimes explicitly noted that most migrant MSWs in Germany today are of Roma ethnicity (KISS, 2012; Marikas, 2012; Subway, 2012; Unger & Gangarova, 2011). This is similar to other reports from NGOs across Europe (Gille, 2007). However, very few data reflect this trend. Germany does not collect “ethnic” data in official statistics, due to discomfort in dealing with these categories and strict privacy protection laws. Germany’s Federal Data Protection Act was one of the first of its kind and it continues to provide some of the highest levels of identity protection in Europe. This can be “readily accounted for by its past, and by suspicion concerning potential misuse of personal data, particularly by the state” (Simon, 2007, p. 56); thus the statistics collected on groups likely to face discrimination is a sensitive issue. There is an understanding that, if racial or ethnic stereotypes are the product of racism, then the use of such categories is likely to reinforce discrimination and create visible divisions, which works against integration efforts. In Germany, “there is no public debate on the statistics, which are discussed only by some NGOs and scientific experts. The organisations which represent ethnic minorities are generally very reluctant to tackle the question, an example being the Roma organisations, which are suspicious … of the use to which statistics may be put” (Simon, 2007, p. 57). As a result, to avoid contributing to the stigma of already marginalized groups, most organizations serving migrant MSWs do not collect data on ethnicity. On the other hand, it is also understood that they migrated away from their home countries precisely because of ethnic marginalization. The result is an implicitly understood target group, without sufficient information about exactly who is included. While understandable, given Germany’s recent history, this lack of data may also result in a lack of accounting for actual patterns of de facto racial or ethnic discrimination.

How do these young men self-identify? When asked, a minority identify as Rom or Roma, or use descriptors such as Zigeuner (gypsy) or Romanian gypsy, but most embrace a national identity and simply identify as Romanian or Bulgarian. Because of their ethnic minority background, many Bulgarian Roma speak a variant of Turkish and thus often describe themselves as Turkish or of mixed Bulgarian, Turkish, and/or Roma ethnicity. Indeed, being considered Turkish in some parts of Germany gives them benefits in the social hierarchy of immigrants in which Turks have ascended to become the “model minority” and are considered highly entrepreneurial and active in local politics. As one 18-year-old told me, “Pretending to be Turkish makes you not as obvious in Berlin.” By contrast, Roma face the same negative stereotypes in Germany that they do in their home countries. This flexible practice of self-identification—pretending to be Turkish—is an example of how marginalized groups can actively use and control local ethnic/national hierarchies in transnational settings.

By all accounts, these young men are between 17 and 30, with an average age of 21. Most are from the same regions of Bulgaria and Romania and know one other, often working alongside cousins and friends. Many migrate back and forth to their home country, where they may have a wife and children, or they bring their wives and children to Germany. Some report spending several months at a time in other countries (e.g., Italy, Spain, or France), and their family members may be spread out across Europe. One social worker described a village in northeastern Romania where poverty is extremely high and almost all the young men have left for sex work in Germany. He noted, “There is no concept of a ‘career’ as a hustler; it is not their career goal.” Rather, it is viewed as a temporary move before finding a job in another industry, such as construction. However, the transitional measures restricting employment, coupled with a lack of education and job skills, means that work opportunities for these men are largely out of reach. Upon arriving in Germany, they remain relatively isolated, rarely leaving the neighborhoods in which they live or work. Most are unfamiliar with the city and its geography, making it difficult to register officially or interact with authorities; they often pay unscrupulous brokers several hundred euros to help them with these tasks. Living conditions are often extremely poor; as many as ten young men may share an illegally sublet room. Some are illiterate and most have limited German skills, even though they are multilingual, having grown up speaking Turkish or Romanes at home and Bulgarian or Romanian in other settings.

Motivations to migrate often include a quest for “a little bit big money” to pay for a modest used car or begin construction on a house in Romania, or just to get a little spending money for needs and desires beyond daily sustenance (Gille, 2007). The wish to buy or construct a house in the home country is common and implies independence, and being able to provide an economic buffer for the family. However, they may have multiple goals or their goals may shift over time, and many young men adopt a new identity and habits of consumption in Germany in order to adapt to their lifestyle. These include a distinctly globalized social construction of masculinity and incorporating a range of imported fashions, identities, behaviors (Padilla, 2007). As described in the opening vignette, “swag”—propelled into the lexicon of contemporary German through pop culture and designated 2011 “word of the year” by dictionary company Langenscheidt—is adopted in attitude and clothing styles. However, swag and designer clothes, as I note, contrast markedly with simultaneous experiences of real deprivation, such as the collection of used cigarette butts and homelessness. While many young men are driven into sex work because of poverty, they rarely accumulate or remit money, often spending any earnings immediately. A popular way to spend money is on apps for mobile phones or gambling on tabletop slot machines. There has been an explosion of casinos and gaming halls in the past several years, especially in heavily migrant districts of Berlin such as Wedding and Neukölln. Interestingly, the young MSWs say they never played these machines in their home countries, only in Berlin. “For them, it is dirty money, so when they make money from sex, they spend it immediately. They are addicted to gambling or drugs, or they buy new clothes, so the next day they have nothing and have to go back to work” (Dowling, 2011).
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FIGURE 16.2

“A conversation among boys”: Comic strip created by the German male sex work support organization LOOKS eV.

While this group may appear to have few advocates, nonprofit organizations in several major cities provide assistance specifically to MSWs. While not united over the terminology used to describe their clientele, many employ the German term Jungs (boys or guys) to avoid the stigma attached to the Stricher (hustler) label, which has an explicitly sexual connotation. Jungs is a more neutral and “generally recognized term” in the scene (Subway, 2012) and sometimes is used as a self-descriptor (LOOKS, 2012). Other organizations use Stricher precisely because of its precision and everyday use, or simply refer to the clientele as male prostitutes. The increasing number of MSWs from Bulgaria and Romania has presented new challenges for these organizations, which were not initially focused on migrants (KISS, 2012; LOOKS, 2012; Marikas, 2012; Unger & Gangarova, 2011). Most of these projects started in the early to mid-1990s and remain largely funded by municipal HIV prevention monies (Wright, 2003). They offer a combination of drop-in center and street work outreach. According to reports from 2011, drop-in centers in each city served between 200 and 500 sex workers annually, an increase over previous years. In the drop-in centers, clients can eat, wash clothes, shower, shave, use Wi-Fi, relax, play games, and store belongings. Most also offer sleeping accommodations during the day, as many of the young men are homeless and generally are excluded from traditional shelters because of their migrant status, or they avoid them because they feel they are hostile settings. Social work consultations—when possible, in the client’s native tongue—provide advice on work-related concerns, illness prevention and health, dealing with government offices, housing, sexual identity, mental health, family relationships, debt, and getting out of prostitution. Finally, most of these organizations also provide weekly medical consultations (discussed in more detail below) in conjunction with the local health department or volunteer physicians.

Regular street work outreach is important because the street hustling scene shifts often and “no collective consciousness has emerged” (KISS, 2012, p. 13), which is unlike many other subcultures. Outreach workers’ activities consist of visiting cruising areas at night to inform sex workers about services, and to distribute health information, condoms, and lubricants. Outreach also involves one-on-one conversations as well as more sophisticated tools, such as a Bluetooth application to distribute health information to mobile phones. Bar and club owners and their staff are generally supportive of outreach efforts, and many agree to post information or keep free condoms available for those who ask. Novel prevention efforts to emerge in recent years include Internet chats, peer health promoters, and community mapping activities that allow men to exchange experiences and locate social and health services (Unger & Gangarova, 2011). However, outreach has been negatively impacted by the introduction of restricted areas that prohibit public prostitution in certain locations outside of designated red-light districts or “toleration zones.” The implementation of restricted areas that encompass entire cities has consequences for prevention and outreach efforts, since prostitution continues in these cities in hidden locations. This worsens the situation for nonprofessional MSWs, as they face risks associated with law enforcement, have less power to negotiate with clients, and become more difficult for outreach workers to locate (Unger & Gangarova, 2011).

Studying the Health of Male Sex Workers

While the earliest studies on male sex workers were underpinned by deviancy discourses, the HIV/AIDS epidemic heralded a new era and tone in research. Studies have since focused on behavior and practices to minimize the spread of STIs and called for more comprehensive social and health services. A recent national progress report on HIV conservatively estimates its prevalence among MSWs in Germany at 5 percent to 10 percent (UNAIDS, 2012). Other studies focused on this population have found higher rates, ranging from 27 percent prevalence of STIs and 15 percent of HIV (Wright, 2001) to an overall STI rate of 24 percent to 33 percent (Steffan & Sokolowski, 2008). While new HIV infections in Germany have declined over the years, an estimated 75 percent of syphilis cases are among men who have sex with men, and up to 50 percent of these men are considered likely to be HIV positive (Marcus, Bremer, & Hamouda, 2004). Research findings overall suggest very good knowledge of transmission risks among the German population of men who have sex with men. However, more risky behaviors have been reported with the advent of highly active antiretroviral therapy, along with a trend toward having more sexual partners and unprotected anal intercourse; condom use based on the real or perceived HIV status of sexual partners (“serosorting”); sexual role assignments (insertive versus receptive) based on HIV status (“seropositioning”); and seeking sexual partners on the Internet (Marcus, Voss, Kollan, & Hamouda, 2006). One study concluded that about 40 percent of MSWs in Germany did not use a condom with regular clients who paid more, and that only a third knew where they could receive anonymous HIV testing (Steffan & Sokolowski, 2008). Migrant MSWs were especially poorly informed about the risks associated with specific sex practices.

Many MSWs describe themselves as heterosexual and are involved in intimate relationships with women, with whom they often avoid open communication about their same-sex behavior. Moreover, MSWs are more likely to use condoms with paying partners than in intimate private relationships (Padilla, 2007; Parsons, 2005; Wright, 2003). Indeed, men who practice bisexual behavior eventually became a central focus of HIV research because of the associations between sexual risk behavior, serostatus, and disclosure. The bridge model of the late 1980s considered bisexuality to be narrowly contained within a small group of “risky men” and thus singled out male sex workers as central to the spread of HIV to the general population (Aggleton, 1996). This approach neglected to contextualize disclosure patterns within broader experiences of social inequality and stigma management. Researchers continue to debate the role disclosure of HIV status plays in safer sex practices (Padilla et al., 2008), with some suggesting that nondisclosure does not necessarily equate with higher sexual risk for HIV. Men who migrate are at increased risk for HIV infection and face a number of barriers affecting disclosure to their stable female partners (Hirsch, 2003; Padilla, 2007). Furthermore, claims reporting condom use among a definitive percentage of sex workers should be viewed with skepticism, as this assumes there is a fixed MSW population, which is a “fiction” (Altman, 1999). Human interactions and relationships follow a continuum, and many sexual transactions may involve people who do not identify as sex workers. The outbreak of HIV meant that “grudging attention came to be paid to … ‘men who have sex with men’ (a clumsy phrase adopted to overcome the confusion of identity with behaviour)” (Altman, 1999, p. xiii). One danger in the literature that frames sex work as the product of economic necessity is that the sexual orientation of male sex workers is always questioned, whereas female sex workers are often assumed to be heterosexual (Dennis, 2008). By overemphasizing that many MSWs are not “really” homosexual, researchers may have fueled one of the great panics of the HIV epidemic, namely, the fear that male sex workers would serve as “vectors” of infection to the “general” community (Altman, 1999).

Because of the bridge effect and a fixation on bisexuality, most research evaluating the health needs of MSWs has emphasized HIV rather than general health concerns or high rates of violence (Dennis, 2008). However, their multiple interrelated vulnerabilities put them at risk for a number of health problems beyond STIs (Wright, 2003). One of the only studies of German MSWs that mentions non-STI health problems noted that they were “diverse but within normal range” (Steffan & Sokolowski, 2008). While the authors did not elaborate further, this suggests a pattern typical for this age group, including sporadic acute health issues and lower rates of chronic disease. Few studies have examined actual male sex workers’ access to health care and use of health services.

Health-Care Access and Primary Complaints

The remainder of this chapter will focus on health concerns among migrant MSWs, the most serious of which is a lack of health insurance. In Germany, selling sex is considered a legitimate economic activity and people working in the sex industry are entitled to participate in the social welfare and health-care systems. Most migrant MSWs, however, are not officially registered as residents, often because they cannot afford to rent an apartment on their own so they cannot obtain the small business license required to indicate this as their primary employment. Even if they are legally registered, they may be unable to afford health insurance, which can cost 250 euros (US$300) or more a month. While assistance is available to help low-income earners maintain health insurance, social workers note that they have difficulty obtaining information about benefits because of their clients’ unclear status as EU citizens. One noted that she calls government offices on behalf of MSWs, but “they always just say, ‘send in the application and we’ll let you know what other paperwork is required.’ But then you never hear back, or they just reject this application with no explanation.” If MSWs later enter a different field of employment with a legal work permit, they often have to pay retroactively to enter the statutory health insurance system, beginning when they registered as having entered the country. This often means paying thousands of euros.

Because they lack health insurance, many MSWs access care at the weekly medical consultations offered through the drop-in centers. Physicians are sometimes provided by the local health department, while others are volunteers or retired doctors. The following sections draw upon interviews with physicians, social workers, health department staff, and male sex workers, as well as annual reports from organizations providing assistance to male sex workers in eight major cities: Berlin, Hamburg, Frankfurt am Main, Cologne, Stuttgart, Munich, Dortmund, and Essen. In 2011, the Berlin organization serving men who have sex with men whose reports were reviewed for this study provided 354 medical consultations (Subway, 2012). Over the last seven-and-a-half years (2005 through mid-2012) it has provided 2,603 medical consultations to at least 756 individuals. The Frankfurt organization provided care to 91 patients (KISS, 2012), while the Cologne organization provided 456 consultations on health-related issues and accompanied 41 people to medical services (LOOKS, 2012). The Berlin organization also has a mobile clinic that is set up outside local bars 12 times a year and advertised through street worker outreach and word of mouth. While much in demand, services are limited because of time and space constraints, as well as low levels of lighting that impede thorough physical examinations. Physicians must improvise for the medications or treatments they offer. Some young men are sent to the hospital for emergencies such as appendicitis or injuries from a fight, and many mobile consultations involve testing and vaccinating for hepatitis. The physicians and staff interviewed for this study noted that the young men’s knowledge of health and bodily processes was poor, which, coupled with language barriers, often led to misunderstandings.

An overview of major health concerns for MSWs can be found in the annual reports of these organizations, along with additional medical data provided by one of the organizations. Physicians working with this population primarily encounter illnesses associated with lifestyle and poverty. At the Berlin organization, 77.2 percent of all medical visits were for issues unrelated to STIs (Subway, 2012). Another organization reported that the main illnesses, in order of frequency, were respiratory (28.6 percent), dermatological (17 percent), urological (13.2 percent), back pain (9 percent), toothache (6.5 percent), headache (5.5 percent), and injuries (5.5 percent; KISS, 2012). The physicians interviewed noted that the primary medical conditions for which migrant MSWs seek help are general concerns such as headaches, stomachaches, and fungal infections. These issues stem from a lack of personal care by those living on the streets without regular access to health care. One doctor noted, for instance, that “nail fungus can be easily treated—most people are able to go to the pharmacy and obtain topical medication. But these boys are in bars two or three nights straight, often without sleep, showers, food, and clean clothing, and as a result the problem becomes worse and worse until it is unbearable.” Lice and bedbug bites are common problems resulting from sleeping in crowded, unhygienic conditions. Other young men face the unpredictable illnesses typical for this age group, such as a hernia requiring surgery. Describing one such case, a physician stated that there was little chance of a breech, but “the boy was in pain and we can’t let him just continue to walk around like that,” so a low-cost surgery was negotiated with a local hospital. Violence, usually fighting, was noted to be a common cause of injury that was not addressed in weekly clinics, as such injuries are often severe enough to send men straight to the emergency room.

Some physicians stated that they were unable to adequately address mental health issues, even though many young men report somatic symptoms and depression. Some organizations work with volunteer psychologists, but their time and ability to provide therapy is very limited. The nature of sex work remains difficult for many, and some men cope by turning to alcohol or smoking hashish. Cigarette smoking is universal. Other drugs are generally not used, although a few men report occasionally consuming cocaine provided by clients. This is in line with results from a prior study, which concluded that most substance use involved alcohol, cannabis, and poppers (Steffan & Sokolowski, 2008).

In the words of a staff member from one of the organizations serving MSWs, dental issues are considered “a huge problem with no clear solution.” One organization reported that they used to send men for free dental services at a local homeless shelter, but this is no longer available because, to protect their own funding stream, the shelters no longer serve migrants. One organization has a private dentist in its network who will take some patients for a small fee. However, as one physician noted,


when you start taking people, as a dentist you either have to open your door to many, or you have to set strict limits. Some dentists will say, “Oh, but I’ve already taken three this year,” or ask, “Is it an emergency?” She says indignantly, “How do I know if it’s an emergency? This person is in pain, bad pain. Crying in front of me. When exactly does that become an emergency?”



Most dentists, she claimed, do not understand the limitations associated with the migrant MSWs’ lifestyle. She gave the example of a young man who showed up late at a dentist’s office and was refused to be seen. As she explained, “You can’t do that with this population, they don’t know their way around the city; it’s sad, they may live here for years but stay in one area, and thus have never really explored Berlin.” Or, she added, they may have had an appointment with a paying client during the day: “You just can’t schedule like that for this population.”

Referrals are a common part of the weekly medical visits, mobile clinics, and social work consultations. MSW clients are referred directly to the health department for STIs, but are otherwise sent to charity or nonprofit clinics. One physician stated that she “has to be careful about which boys I send to which organizations, because some are more judgmental than others.” This is because of the stigma associated with being a sex worker and Roma. At the same time, she noted, many Roma are reluctant to go to the doctor because they have had bad experiences in the past and have “been treated differently their whole lives. Many have never been to a doctor before … So, you are negotiating these two positions.”

“Hustling Is Hustling, It Has Nothing to Do with Your Sexuality”: STIs, HIV, and Sexuality

HIV and other STIs are a major focus of medical consultations and health education efforts, even if the most common medical problems encountered are unrelated. Migrant MSWs are at high risk for HIV infection for a number of reasons. First, a lack of job options, language barriers, and an insecure housing situation mean they are pushed to work in riskier settings. This leads to more dependency, greater competition, and higher susceptibility to violence, all of which influence their willingness to engage in riskier sex practices. Second, social workers and physicians report that migrant MSWs have little knowledge of STIs, which they attribute to a lack of formal education and the fact that the men are quite young and inexperienced. With an average age of 21, they enter into sex work largely without instruction or mentorship, and they are ill informed about the possible threats to their health and thus willing to take risks. They rarely discuss their experiences or possible dangers, such as a client refusing to use a condom. In interviews and health education sessions, the misinformation they encounter comes to light. For example, some believe that HIV infections can occur only after a series of other diseases, so one first acquires gonorrhea, then syphilis, and only then is susceptible to HIV. Many believe that one can “see” if someone is HIV positive based on their general habits and grooming; one said that “if a person is [physically] dirty, I just don’t go with him.” These beliefs, along with few years of formal schooling, a lack of German language skills, and, in some cases, illiteracy, hamper preventive health efforts.

Sexual orientation further affects these men’s perceptions of risk and preventive behavior. While some identify as gay and describe escaping severe discrimination in their home countries (where, as one noted, “being gay is worse than being a prostitute”), many consider themselves heterosexual (Gille, 2007; KISS, 2012; LOOKS, 2012). Others identify as bisexual or, in the words of one social worker, “aren’t quite sure yet—they are still experimenting.” In an annual report from one of the organizations serving MSWs, 51.3 percent identified as heterosexual, 23.5 percent as homosexual, 20.2 percent as bisexual, and less than 1 percent as transgender; 44 percent did not provide information on sexual orientation (LOOKS, 2012). Another source reports that 36 percent defined themselves as heterosexual, 30 percent as homosexual, and 33 percent as bisexual (Steffan & Sokolowski, 2008). Some also report being hired by female clients; thus their sexual reality is complex, making the label of men who have sex with men not necessarily accurate, although it is the most dominant aspect of their work lives. In their private lives, however, it is not uncommon for the young men to be married, and some bring their wives and children to Germany with them. Since many plan on having children, condom use in these marital relationships is atypical. Moreover, truthful disclosure of their work life in Germany is uncommon. “My girlfriend [in Romania]?” one young man told me, “I tell her I am working for my uncle on construction sites.” Since many of the boys identify as heterosexual, organization staff serving MSWs in the various metropolitan settings often encourage them to think about sexuality as encompassing a range of forms and that “what’s in their head does not have to always match the actions of their body.” Put another way, one social worker emphasizes that “hustling is hustling, it has nothing to do with your sexuality.”

To complicate preventive health efforts, many MSWs claim that they only practice a sexually active (insertive) role, due to social taboos surrounding homoeroticism. Certain acts may be considered homosexual while others are not; as long as they do not perform any of these techniques or do not confess to offering them (or enjoying them), they are generally able to reconcile their sex work with their preferred identity. Social workers and physicians noted a disconnect between this discourse and everyday practice, however, as the men likely participate in a range of sexual activities. This disconnect, according to one social worker, allows the men to preserve their dignity and to “show they are the ones in control.” These stigma management techniques minimize the effects of their marginality but also constrain their disclosure of sexual risks with their female partners. When asked about how this affects discussion of HIV prevention, one doctor said she “simply lay[s] out what can happen in both roles, that the passive role has a higher chance of [HIV] infection. They get both messages.”

While only a small percentage of health consultations were prompted by an STI, there was a strong emphasis on prevention and diagnosis. Out of 364 encounters in 2011, physicians working with the Berlin organization reported 38 STI diagnoses: gonorrhea (10, ~3 percent), chlamydia (10, ~3 percent), syphilis (7, ~2 percent), condyloma/genital warts (5, ~1.2 percent), hepatitis C (5, ~1.2 percent), and hepatitis B (1, 0.3 percent). Physicians also provided significant preventive care, educating about STIs in 37 percent and hepatitis in 31 percent of their encounters with MSWs, and providing a hepatitis vaccine in 11 percent. A study from Dortmund found that about 50 percent of male sex workers had been vaccinated against hepatitis A/B, confirming the success of outreach efforts. However, only 46 percent said they had ever had an STI checkup, and only 2 percent of those had taken place in the previous two years. The most frequent illnesses mentioned in the study were gonorrhea and syphilis (Steffan & Sokolowski, 2008).

Because organizations serving MSWs generally do not test for HIV on site for a number of logistical and ethical reasons, these men are referred to the health department. In many cities, the department is considered a trusted place where the men recognize people because they become familiar with health department staff during medical visits at the drop-in centers. Gonorrhea, chlamydia, and syphilis can be treated for free. Syphilis is easily treated with a monthlong course of pills or weekly injections; one health department physician shared her preference for injections because of this group’s irregular lifestyle. If they insist on pills, she will “only give them a week’s supply at a time to be sure they return for follow-up.” In this way, she tries to ensure that therapy continues and that the men avoid losing or sharing their pills. Hepatitis is more difficult to treat; health departments reported having the ability to treat type B only as it becomes symptomatic, and treatment for hepatitis C is simply too expensive for the uninsured men (500-600 euros, or about US$600-$720 a month). In these cases, patients are monitored but not treated, which often opens up a dialogue about the benefits of obtaining health insurance in their home country and then applying for the EU Health Insurance Card to reduce their out-of-pocket portion.

Some medical and health outreach staff stated that they found it ethically problematic to test people for HIV when therapy is out of reach. A range of strategies must be considered if an uninsured person is diagnosed as HIV positive, but it still becomes, as one social worker noted, a “matter of luck” whether they are able to access treatment. HIV/AIDS does not qualify as an acute illness eligible for coverage by the state, even though, as the same social worker noted wryly, he has seen other cost-intensive treatments like chemotherapy approved. Ultimately, a migrant MSW diagnosed with HIV/AIDS has three options. First, he can apply for unemployment benefits on the grounds that the illness prevents him from working; this is problematic if he was never eligible to work in the first place because of the German labor market restrictions mentioned earlier. Second, if he has obtained a small business license, he may become eligible for health insurance coverage through the unemployment system after proving to have insufficient income. Finally, the best option may simply be to return to his country of origin, especially if social workers are able to locate treatment resources there. Wide networks are cultivated in other countries for this very reason. However, one social worker stressed that HIV is generally acquired in Germany, therefore it is “simply not fair to send them back to their countries, as this shifts responsibility away” from the host society. Indeed, epidemiological data support the fact that, among migrant men who have sex with men, more than 90 percent acquired the infection in Germany (Robert Koch-Institut, 2010).

Discussion

As explained above, constrained options resulting from national policies that restrict access to the labor market clash with the promise of economic opportunity through freedom of movement across EU borders. This reality is framed by multiple disadvantages, including poverty, discrimination, unemployment, and low educational attainment. Structural transformations in the economy that lead to an increase in men’s labor migration increase the likelihood that a given individual will be confronted with the possibility and the need to exchange sex for money (Padilla, 2007).

In Western Europe, a high demand for sexual services meets a relatively unregulated market, despite instances of legalization. In Germany, selling sex is considered a legitimate economic activity, and the 2002 Act Regulating the Legal Status of Prostitutes protects sex workers from discrimination, strengthens their legal rights, and promises regular screenings and eligibility for the statutory health insurance system as self-employed individuals, which has a positive impact on individual and public health. Excluded from these benefits, however, is the large population of migrant sex workers without clear legal status or a work permit, and no improvement in the situation of migrant MSWs is evident, based on Germany’s 2002 prostitution law. Already critiqued for its vague components, inconsistent implementation, and the fact that most sex workers remain unfamiliar with its provisions (Helfferich, 2005), I would add that MSWs are not the primary beneficiaries of the law and that some migrant groups cannot even apply for the work permits necessary to take advantage of its protections.

This example also demonstrates that there are significant limits to the entitlements and meaning associated with what, on the surface, appear to be widening citizenship practices. These practices negatively affect the health of marginal populations, like migrant MSWs from poor EU countries who live in more prosperous ones, as citizenship constructs solidify new and existing inequalities. The high proportion of Romanian and Bulgarian MSWs in Germany is clearly linked to the expansion of the EU and the limited employment opportunities associated with transitional measures imposed by the German government. In previous years—and immediately following their countries’ entry to the EU—young men from Poland and the Czech Republic filled these positions. As the transitional measures were lifted, their numbers decreased. One health department physician said she was able to “literally watch the borders shift, based on the patients that came in,” noting that they had to fire some of their best interpreters when, for example, Polish language skills were no longer needed. The same process, she and others reasoned, will undoubtedly unfold with Bulgarians and Romanians once the transitional measures are lifted in 2014 and other employment options become available. Presuming continued demand for male sex work, the question remains: from where will the next waves of multiply structurally disadvantaged young men come?

This chapter argues for going beyond targeting “risky men,” which leads to further stigma, and focusing instead on the ways men move in and out of risky social contexts and how focusing on their structural vulnerability can help us understand mutually reinforcing insults that have a negative impact on health at the economic, political, cultural, and individual levels. It encourages researchers and social workers working with MSWs to move beyond the basic association between sex work and HIV to contextualize health risks as a result of macro-level processes, including immigration and restrictive labor policy. In the case of Germany, as discussed here, access to medical services is sharply limited for sex workers whose socio-legal position resembles that of irregular migrants and is indicative of fragmentary membership and asymmetrical citizenship practices in the EU (Castañeda, 2011). Migrant MSWs are largely excluded from medical care or are treated by ad hoc clinics that cannot cover the entire range of treatment needs. These include everyday medical concerns and experiences of violence, which are often obscured in the myopic focus on HIV (Dennis, 2008). The data presented here indicate that MSWs face many of the same health issues as unauthorized migrants, particularly a lack of dental and mental health-care options (Castañeda, 2009).

Migration of MSWs between German cities and their home communities creates a shift in the meanings and practices of masculinity. Thus, “the gender imperative for men to provide economically for their families may ironically increase the chances that female partners and children will be affected by the AIDS epidemic as male labor migrants engage in high-risk sexual practices for instrumental purposes while geographically separated from families and communities” (Padilla, 2011, p. 162). This study also noted patterns of selective condom use, whereby MSWs generally used condoms with male clients but not with trusted male or female intimate partners. In addition, in the interviews described here, some also refused condom use with female partners because they wanted to become fathers. Thus, rather than attributing this to a lack of knowledge or willingness to engage in risky behavior, it should be understood within the context of long-term social goals and responsibilities.

Anthropologists contributed to the development of more nuanced perspectives in the early years of the AIDS epidemic by questioning the assumed congruence between sexual identity and behavior. Ethnographic data point to a variety of cross-cultural constructions of gender, and to the importance of structural processes for sexual meaning and practices. The exchanges in which MSWs engage unfold “within a much more fluid pattern of behavioral and situational bisexuality than the narrowly heterosexual pattern described in most prior studies” (Padilla, 2007, p. 7). Such men are largely invisible to research models that rely on discrete concepts of sexual identity and obfuscate the fact that bisexual behavior may be an integral feature of sexual life and the epidemiology of HIV. Indeed, sexual identity is actually irrelevant to the transaction, which more often revolves around the roles played by the partners (e.g., active/passive; Dennis, 2008). Thus, while important information for prevention efforts, it is not a new finding that MSWs claim to participate in active or insertive anal sex with male partners or that many consider themselves heterosexual. This is underscored in literature on MSWs from across the globe, including earlier research among Bulgarian and Romanian (Gille, 2007) and Turkish MSWs in Germany (Bochow, 2003), and on sexual norms among Roma in Bulgaria (Kelly et al., 2004). The resulting discrepancies between MSWs’ statements and their actual sexual practice should be viewed as a way they deal with complex pressures and constraints. Health promotion projects are hindered by inaccurate or unrealistic conceptualizations of sexual behavior, as well as a stubborn focus on narrowly framed risk groups (men who have sex with men or sex workers), rather than on causal factors that shape the social context of risk. Traditional public health approaches are largely incapable of capturing the nuances of MSWs’ intimate experiences and how this risk behavior is shaped by larger structural factors.
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Endnotes

1    This chapter is based on five months of ethnographic research, which included 46 semi-structured interviews with physicians, social workers, health department staff, and male sex workers. Additionally, observations were conducted in charity clinics, sex worker projects, and health departments in two cities (Berlin and Frankfurt am Main). This is combined with an analysis of written reports from organizations providing assistance to male sex workers in eight major cities: Berlin, Hamburg, Frankfurt am Main, Cologne, Stuttgart, Munich, Dortmund, and Essen. A version of this chapter appeared in the journal Social Science & Medicine, 84 (2013), 94-101.

2    All translations from German in the text are by the author.



In Ireland, as in most Western liberal democracies, the regulatory gaze on sex work is biased in that political, policy, and moral concerns tend to focus on the experiences of female sex workers. Very little is known about the male sex worker population, especially in a heteronormative culture like Ireland’s—North and South—where the church, Catholic and Protestant, has played a fundamental role in shaping societal and political attitudes toward sex and sexuality. This chapter breaks new ground with its empirical analysis of male sex work in Ireland, which draws from anonymized profile data of both male and female sex workers who operate across Ireland. Data obtained from one of Ireland’s largest web-based escort sites provide insight into the scale and composition of male sex workers in terms of the age, nationality, sexual orientation, and sexual preferences of approximately 500 male sex workers and almost 5,000 female sex workers. These data reveal that the geography of male sex workers is by no means an urban phenomenon: a significant proportion of male sex workers provide services to people in rural Ireland. The male sex worker population is contrasted with the female sex worker population, also using anonymized data from the same escort agency, in order to examine the similarities and differences between the two broad segments of the sex worker market. In terms of the regulation of sex work in Ireland, male sex work is rendered virtually invisible within political and policy discourses. This is reflected in recent government reviews and political debate about sex work in both Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, where the criminalization of sex work and the purchase of sex services are favored.
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This chapter is concerned with the geography and regulation of male sex work in Northern Ireland (NI) and the Republic of Ireland (ROI; see map). More specifically, our focus is on male sex workers (MSWs) who either live and work or “tour” (i.e., travel from other parts of the UK, European Union, and elsewhere) in various cities, towns, and counties throughout Ireland and advertise their services on the Internet. As we outline later, the majority of male, female, transsexual, and transvestite sex workers who advertise on commercial escort websites present themselves as coming from Europe and South America. There is a paucity of academic analyses of sex work in Ireland in general and even less is known about male sex workers, especially those who offer sexual services online rather than on the streets or in gay bars or clubs. There is, however, an emerging international literature on online male sex work. As Uy et al. (2004) have noted:


With the advent of the Internet, a new venue for male sex work has emerged. The ease, availability, and relatively low cost of advertising for commercial male-to-male sex work has led to the increased use of this venue by male sex workers … The dearth of research on this diverse population of Internet-based workers has resulted in a body of literature that has been inappropriately generalized to all men who are paid for sex as a group. (p. 14)



Logan (2010), using data from one of the largest online escort websites in the United States, adopted a hedonic regression method to ascertain which characteristics of US-based MSWs affect the price of their services. He found, for example, that “muscular men enjoy a premium in the market, while overweight and thin men face a penalty, which is consistent with hegemonic masculinity and the literature on body and sexuality” (p. 697). In another quantitative but more descriptive analysis of online male sex workers, Pruitt (2005) provides data gleaned from advertisements on the Escorts4u.com website to highlight the profile of male escorts in terms of two general sociological markers (i.e., age and race), sexual roles (e.g., top, versatile top, versatile, versatile bottom, bottom), escort agency affiliation, availability to travel, and male endowment. Pruitt argues that this latter variable is an important attribute for some clients in selecting an escort, which resonates with claims by Logan (2010) about the role of hegemonic masculinity in influencing demand for MSWs and the prices they charge.
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FIGURE 17.1

Map of the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland (pink).

In Ireland, academic policy and advocacy research have tended to focus almost exclusively on female sex work (Department of Justice [Northern Ireland], 2010; Hawthorne, 2011; Immigrant Council of Ireland, 2009; Ward, 2010). This gender bias rings true in an international context, where Weitzer (2011a) notes that “traditionally, scholars have focused their attention on female prostitution and have ignored male and transgender prostitution” (p. 378). Within a policy context, Whowell (2010) notes that “although sex-work policy in England and Wales purports gender neutrality, men rarely feature in policy documents as sex workers” (p. 127). This has certainly been the case in the recent political and policy reviews of sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in NI and the ROI, where MSWs have been largely left out of the policy debates. Indeed, the language used in a bill proposed before the Northern Ireland Assembly to criminalize paying for sexual services assumes the seller always to be female and the purchaser always to be male.

This chapter first seeks to lift the lid on the regulatory landscape—formal and informal—that governs male sex work in Ireland, and secondly provides some information about the characteristics of MSWs in the jurisdiction, such as number involved, nationality, age profile, sexual orientation, sexual preferences, and the geographic locations where MSWs offer their services. As is the case elsewhere, the development of the Internet has fundamentally changed the way sexual commerce is transacted in Ireland, including by male sex workers. Consequently, the bulk of our analysis draws from data obtained from one of the largest online escort websites—http://www.Escort-Ireland.com—which is used by sex workers who work in both parts of Ireland. We draw from data for the period 2009-2012, although to keep our discussion as contemporary as possible we focus on the most recent trends in the data. Since the Internet has not entirely displaced more traditional mechanisms for transacting sexual commerce, we also provide a brief comparative overview of the street-based male commercial sector in two of Ireland’s largest cities, Belfast and Dublin. While this sector remains small in both cities, it nevertheless merits discussion, if only to highlight some important differences in the characteristics of those involved in online and street-based sexual commerce. However, our discussion does not consider MSWs who may transact business in other indoor environments, such as gay clubs and saunas. Where possible we provide comparative data on female, transsexual, and transvestite sex workers in order to highlight similarities and differences across different segments of the Irish sex worker industry.

It is important to note that the data presented herein are not statistically generalizable to the wider sex worker populations who live and work in Ireland. As is widely acknowledged in academic and policy circles, the true size of the sex worker population can never be ascertained with complete certainty, even in fully legalized environments, because of the stigma and contentious legal status that generally surrounds commercial sex (Sanders, 2005). Nevertheless, given the low preponderance of street-based sex work in both NI and the ROI, online sex work represents a significant facet of the sex work industry in Ireland. The Houses of the Oireachtas1 (2013a) notes that “indoor prostitution by ‘escorts’ has come to dominate prostitution in Ireland since the introduction of the Internet and mobile phones” (p. 19). As a severely neglected aspect of both academic and policy analyses of the sex work industry, the data we present on MSWs are designed to highlight how Irish sex work is structured around issues of gender, sexuality, and geography. Put simply, sex work is by no means a female-only, heteronormative, urban-centric profession. If anything, it is polymorphous, spatially mobile, and highly globalized.

Let’s (Not) Talk about Sex(uality)

It is reasonable to state in broad terms that both NI and the ROI are somewhat conservative societies and polities. This was especially true during the 19th century and through to the mid-20th century when it came to matters of a sexual nature—abortion, sex education, homosexuality/lesbianism, sex before marriage, masturbation, use of condoms, children born out of wedlock, the sale of pornography, and prostitution (Ferriter, 2009). Inglis (2005) argues that conservative attitudes toward sex and sexuality in the ROI were largely the result of the Catholic Church having a “moral monopoly” over such matters, due to the influence it wielded within the polity, its effective control of the education system, and its command over society from the church altar. Kitchin and Lysaght (2004) echo similar views regarding the regulation of the sexual landscape in NI. They note that “from the nineteenth century onwards it is clear that both Catholicism and Protestantism have sought to discipline sexual behaviour, forging a power/knowledge monopoly on sexual morality and praxis” (p. 99). This coming together of Catholics and Protestants in NI on sexual matters is, on one level, a curious political alignment, given the long-running ethno-religious schisms that have prevailed between the country’s two dominant communities. Such schisms, however, are found to be moribund when it comes to sex and sexuality. Smyth (2006), for example, has noted that conservative Catholics and Protestants from political and activist backgrounds have found themselves sharing common moral ground on issues of reproduction and abortion.

The conservative sexual regime (Inglis, 2005) that has tended to dominate Ireland, north and south, persisted well into the 20th century. For example, legislation to decriminalize homosexuality was finally introduced in NI in 1982, some 15 years after it had been made legal in England and Wales. It is important to note that decriminalization was secured despite a fierce campaign—Save Ulster from Sodomy—led by then-leader of the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) and head of the Free Presbyterian Church, the Reverend Ian Paisley. Moreover, it would be another 11 years (i.e., 1993) before homosexuality was decriminalized in the ROI.

A similar geographical and temporal pattern is identifiable in relation to sex shops and other adult entertainment venues, such as lap dancing clubs. Royle (1984) notes that the first sex shops in Ireland were established in NI, in Belfast. In fact, two sex shops in two very different parts of Belfast opened shortly after one another in August 1982. The first was located in a mainly residential and staunchly Protestant neighborhood on the Castlereagh Road in East Belfast. However, this shop closed down fairly quickly in the wake of public protests. The second shop was located on Gresham Street, a down-market retail district on the periphery of Belfast’s central business district. Gresham Street now houses about six sex shops, all of which are apparently operating illegally, in contravention of various local government bylaws. This has resulted in a protracted legal dispute between the Belfast City Council and business owners that remains unresolved.2 Fallon (2012) notes that the first sex shop in the ROI opened in 1991 in Bray, a small town on the outskirts of Dublin. It was 1993 before the capital city, Dublin, had secured its first sex shop. It was located on Capel Street, which, like Gresham Street, has become home to more sex shops than any other street in Dublin.

The Immigrant Council of Ireland (ICI, 2009), as part of its report into trafficking and the prostitution of migrant women in Ireland, claimed that there were 34 sex shops throughout the ROI, with 50 percent of them located within Dublin. The ICI noted further that there were also 27 strip clubs or lap-dance venues across Ireland, 15 in Dublin alone. No strip clubs currently exist in NI, although one did operate for a time in 2002-2003. Again, this commercial sex venue faced opposition from mainly Protestant religious groups that maintained a persistent public protest outside the shop in an effort to shame workers and patrons. Of course, it is not only the commercial sex sector that has attracted protests. The provision of family planning advice and services has also attracted considerable opposition from religious and pro-life groups in both parts of Ireland. To this day, public protests are held outside the offices of the Family Planning Association in Belfast.

Nevertheless, compared to what went before, Irish society—in both north and south—has seen a tremendous period of liberalization since the latter half of the 20th century, a process that was accelerated by the once roaring but now muted “Celtic Tiger” economy:3


Over the last fifty years we have moved in Ireland from a Catholic culture of self-abnegation in which sexual pleasure and desire were repressed, to a culture of consumption and self-indulgence in which the fulfilment of pleasures and desires is emphasized. (Inglis, 2005, p. 11)



By the beginning of the twenty-first century Ireland seemed to be in the throes of a delayed sexual revolution, as a country long accustomed to a strict policing of sexual morality had carnally come of age. In conjunction with this, it became commonplace to satirise the values of earlier decades that had seemingly inhibited and repressed the libido of the Irish. (Ferriter, 2009, p. 1)

Despite this belated sexual revolution, political and social attitudes in Ireland toward particular forms of commercial sex, most notably prostitution or sex work, remain vociferously conservative. Like many nations throughout the world, sex work in and of itself is not an illegal activity within NI or the ROI. Northern Ireland’s Sexual Offences Order 20084 and the ROI’s Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act, 1993,5 the two major pieces of legislation that currently govern sex work in both jurisdictions, do, however, make solicitation, curb-crawling, brothel-keeping, inciting, coercion, and controlling prostitution (i.e., pimping) illegal activities. Moreover, in the ROI it is an offense under the Criminal Justice (Public Order) Act, 1994, for anyone to place an advertisement in an Irish-based newspaper or magazine, on television or radio, or to produce any form of publicity material (e.g., a poster, circular, or leaflet) that promotes the sale of sexual services via a brothel or as an independent sex worker or escort. These advertising restrictions were introduced in an effort to reduce the supply (and demand) of sexual services. This aim has been rendered redundant, however, by online escort websites such as Escort-Ireland.com, which is based in England and thus beyond the jurisdiction of the 1994 act. However, the development of technology in the commercial sex sector has caused particular consternation for some abolitionist groups. Ruhama (2012), one of the most vocal antiprostitution organizations in the ROI, has recently lobbied the Irish government to impose restrictions on the use of mobile phones by sex workers.

Since 2012 there have been moves to tighten the legislation regarding sex work in both NI and the ROI. In both jurisdictions the debate has largely been dominated by political and advocacy actors articulating either an oppression paradigm (Weitzer, 2010) or abolitionist positions (Wylie & Ward, 2012), which tend to see all sex work as “exploitative, violent, and perpetuating gender inequality” (Weitzer, 2011b, p. 666). From this standpoint, prostitution and human trafficking have been discursively framed as one and the same thing. This is reflected, for example, in a recent consultation paper—“Proposed Changes in the Law to Tackle Human Trafficking” (DUP, 2012)—and in the Human Trafficking and Exploitation (Further Provisions and Support for Victims) Bill that was introduced into the Northern Ireland Assembly by Lord Maurice Morrow of the DUP:


Human trafficking is a serious and growing problem all over the world and Northern Ireland is not exempt from its scourges. In Northern Ireland we have witnessed a concerning increase in trafficked people, many of whom end up being abused and harmed. Many are trafficked into what amounts to little more than slave labour, or into prostitution, sexual exploitation and a life of crime. (p. 2)



Similarly, in the recently completed review of legislation on prostitution in the ROI (Department of Justice and Equality [DoJE], 2012; Oireachtas Library & Research Services, 2012), the various written and oral submissions to the Joint Committee on Justice, Defence and Equality were dominated by a constellation of feminist, religious, and migrant organizations (Houses of the Oireachtas, 2013b) that included the National Women’s Council of Ireland, Women’s Aid, the Irish Feminist Network, Immigrant Council for Ireland, Act to Prevent Trafficking, and Ruhama. These various groups are part of a much larger campaign—Turn Off the Red Light (TORL, 2012)—that comprises an alliance of 56 networks, umbrellas, unions, and nongovernmental bodies that see prostitution and trafficking as inextricably linked. TORL regards prostitution entirely as the exploitation of women and children and supports the introduction of the so-called Swedish model to regulate prostitution/sex work:


Woman and children are exploited in Ireland’s sex industry that has an estimated annual value of 180 million euros and is present in every county. On average 1,000 women are available for sale on any given day, and the vast majority of them are migrants of poor economic means and other vulnerabilities. Some are children. Trafficking for the purposes of prostitution is a well documented issue in Ireland, and significant efforts are put in place to tackle these problems. (p. 2)

Criminalising the purchase of sex whilst ensuring that people in prostitution are not criminalised but are offered support services, is a well-known and efficient approach to reduction of sex trafficking, child trafficking, organised crime associated with prostitution and prostitution per se. As Sweden is no longer an attractive market for traffickers and pimps, the law banning the purchase of sex clearly works as a deterrent. (p. 7)



In the ROI, a small number of submissions challenging the abolitionist standpoint on sex work and highlighting the fact that men also engage in providing sexual services in Ireland were presented to the Department of Justice and Equality (DoJE). These submissions were made by academics, a sex worker support group, the Sex Worker Alliance Ireland, and the Gay Men’s Health Service.6 However, debates in the Northern Ireland Assembly around similar legislation occurred almost completely without reference to the issue of men selling sex to other men.

The Geography and Profile of Male Sex Workers

Women account for the majority of people engaged in sex work—outdoor, indoor, and online—throughout the world. The DoJE (2012, p. 6) in the ROI has noted that because sex work is a “clandestine activity,” there are “obvious difficulties in reliably estimating its extent” within the jurisdiction. Nevertheless, the DoJE goes on to state that “estimates suggest that more than 1,000 women, mainly migrants, are available or are made available for paid sexual services on a daily basis throughout [the ROI]” (p. 6). Furthermore, a report from the NI Department of Justice (2011) notes that the Police Service for Northern Ireland estimated that between 40 and 100 women were engaged in prostitution in the country in 2010. Based on 2011 population figures for NI (1.8 million) and the ROI (4.5 million), this means that female sex workers accounted for a mere 0.002-0.005 percent (n = 40-100) and 0.022 percent (n = 1,000) of the population, respectively.

Given the similarity in the figures, it seems clear that the DoJE is basing its estimate on that provided by the ICI (2009; see above), which is a key player in the Republic’s TORL campaign, and which claimed that “there [were] a minimum of 1,000 women in indoor prostitution in the ROI at any one time” (p. 23) and that “over a period of a year, there is likely to be twice that number” (p. 109). Belfast and Dublin were identified as the dominant markets for female sex workers in Ireland; as we show below, this is also true for MSWs. This geographic pattern is to be expected, given the size and capital city status of Belfast and Dublin. Ultimately, male and female sex workers work across both jurisdictions, visiting other major regional and border towns and cities such as Londonderry, Newry, and Dungannon in NI, and Cork, Limerick, and Galway in the ROI, as well as more rural towns and counties.

Notably, none of the recent government or advocacy group reports provides any actual data from online escort agencies regarding the number of MSWs in NI and the ROI. In its written submission to the review of legislation of prostitution in the ROI, Escort-Ireland.com noted:


In the six months from 1 March 2012 to 31 August 2012 … some 2196 females, 77 males, 72 transvestites, 70 transsexuals, 28 “duos” and 5 couples advertised on their website. (Houses of Oireachtas, 2013b, p. 20)



Based on these figures alone, male escorts accounted for just over 3 percent of all escorts using the Escort-Ireland.com website. This figure increases to 9 percent if transvestite and transsexual escorts (who, by and large, tend to be males performing a female role or undergoing gender reassignment) are classified as males. These figures are broadly similar to estimates in the Netherlands, where males and transsexuals each accounted for 5 percent of all sex workers in 1999 (Radio Netherlands Worldwide, 2009).

The size of the male street-based sector in Ireland is also difficult to ascertain, owing in part to the clandestine nature of sex work but also to increasing use of the Internet as the primary vehicle for negotiating commercial sex. Nevertheless, both Dublin and Belfast, as the two largest cities in Ireland, continue to have a small street-based MSW sector. This differs in important ways from the online sector that we discuss below, and as such it warrants elaboration here.

The Street-Based Male Commercial Sex Sector in Belfast and Dublin

As noted above, some research has been done on male sex work in the ROI, but an extensive literature review did not uncover any studies that addressed the issue in NI. This lack of research is symptomatic of the study of the commercial sex sector in NI generally, but one of the authors of this chapter (Ellison) has been involved in an ongoing comparative study of male and female patterns of sex work in NI, which has revealed a number of trends relative to the street-based MSW sector, which is located primarily in Belfast.7 This sector, like that of females, was severely disrupted by the violent political conflict in NI from 1968 to 1998. Bomb threats and sectarian violence meant that there were significant dangers in using public spaces, particularly at night, while the highly intensive police and British military patrols meant that transactional sex was displaced to indoor establishments in Belfast (usually hotels or brothels). Since the 1998 peace agreement and the development of a night-time economy in the city, a small and concentrated street-based scene involving both males and females has emerged in the city.

There is no government agency or NGO that deals specifically with the sexual health needs of street-based MSWs in Belfast. However, for a number of years, the Belfast Health and Social Care Trust (BHSCT) has been operating a sexual health outreach service in the city center that deals almost exclusively with female sex workers. Data from an interview with a BHSCT representative indicated that outreach workers do occasionally come into contact with male sex workers.8 They provide condoms, offer sexual health screening, and provide information on welfare and social care provision more generally. As of September 2013, 10 street-based MSWs in Belfast had semiregular contact with outreach workers. As is common in other studies of street-based male sex work (Davis & Feldman, 1999; Leary & Minichiello, 2007), MSWs who come into contact with outreach workers tend to come from disadvantaged backgrounds and have a number of problems in their personal lives. For instance, of the 10 MSWs identified, the majority were age 16-20 and all were from NI; some had criminal records and had spent time in a young offenders institution; some had problems with homelessness; many came from volatile and disrupted family backgrounds and had a history of institutional care; some had a history of substance abuse (glue or alcohol in the main); and most were unemployed and claiming welfare benefits. Only about half self-identified as gay, the remainder as heterosexuals who engage in “gay-for-pay” sexual services. The outreach worker also stressed that selling sexual services is a transient or opportunistic activity for many of these young men, who may work the street for a couple of weeks, only to disappear for a time and then return to the streets several months later. Motivations for the selling of sex also varied. In some cases MSWs engaged in survival sex—that is, they provide sexual services to other men to earn money to meet their basic needs and sustenance. At other times they offer opportunistic sex to raise money for a new mobile telephone or a new pair of trendy training shoes/sneakers.

Of course, it may well be that outreach workers are likely to underestimate the number of street-based sex workers, as some of the sex workers may have no contact with outreach organizations. When this issue of underrecording was discussed with a representative from the Rainbow Project, a major LGBT organization in Belfast, it was stressed that the often sporadic and transient nature of street-based male sexual commerce makes it extremely difficult to estimate their number with any accuracy. The Rainbow Project also pointed out that the bulk of commercial sexual services provided by men has shifted to the Internet, which we discuss below.

The size of the street-based MSW sector in Dublin is equally difficult to ascertain. As in NI, there is no government or other agency in the ROI that responds specifically to the needs of men involved in sex work—a point noted by the Irish Human Rights Commission (n.d.). Our telephone calls to various LGBT organizations, sexual health outreach services, and to An Garda Síochána (the Irish police) in Dublin left us unable to produce even an approximate figure for the size of the street-based male commercial sector in the city. A number of organizations took the view, however, that street-based activity—or, more accurately, park-based activity, given that much of this scene is concentrated around a major public park in Dublin—continues to exist, but that there is simply no reliable way to measure its extent or prevalence. One early study, “Such a Taboo,” by the Irish Network Male Prostitution/East Coast Area Health Board (2001) did deal tangentially with the prevalence of the street-based sex work sector in Dublin; however, given the taboo and clandestine nature of the subject matter, the researchers admitted that they were unable to provide any reliable figures. Commenting on the findings outlined in “Such a Taboo,” the Irish Human Rights Commission noted:


In terms of empirical evidence on the extent of male prostitution, no accurate number or estimate was included in the report, and the authors state that the “information available is based on guesstimates [sic] from service providers and a small sample who have openly identified themselves as engaging in prostitution”. Knowledge on the area is scarce and fragmented. (p. 28)



None of the major social surveys that deals with gay-related issues in the ROI (e.g., Real Lives; Devine, Hickson, McNamee, & Quinlan, 2006) asks questions about sex work, whether Internet based or street based, so these are of little utility when discussing issues around commercial sex. However, some researchers have attempted to provide information on the characteristics of the street sector, based on convenience samples with MSWs. However, since these studies are not randomized, their generalizability and representativeness should be treated with some caution.

One such analysis was undertaken by McCabe (2005; see also McCabe et al., 2011), who identified 12 street-based MSWs in Dublin. Again, the picture that emerges from this analysis is in line with the sociodemographic profile of MSWs in Belfast, although with some important differences. Similar problems were identified as related to homelessness, unemployment, disruptive personal and family circumstances, alcohol and substance abuse, low levels of educational attainment, and a history of institutional care. The median age of the Dublin sample was 29 (considerably higher than that of Belfast), the youngest was 20, and the oldest was 39 (McCabe, 2005). Many MSWs in the Dublin sample were addicted to heroin and used their sex work activities to fund their drug dependency.

Traditionally, paramilitary organizations in NI, particularly the IRA, adopted a hard line on the supply and distribution of illegal drugs within Catholic/Nationalist/Republican communities. They often conducted punishment shootings that included kneecapping and, in some instances, the assassination of those they suspected of dealing. This form of community policing meant that the prevalence of hard drugs such as heroin and crack cocaine has never been a particularly serious problem in Belfast, compared to Dublin and Edinburgh, for example (McEvoy & Mika, 2002). Consequently, it is difficult to argue that addiction to hard drugs has played the same role in the pathway into sex work in Belfast as seems to be the case in Dublin. Again, like the sample identified in Belfast, McCabe (2005) points to the often irregular and transient nature of the work:


The amateur status of the Dublin participants was reflected in the irregular practice of their trade. The work appeared to be much more casual, occasional and opportunistic, with little long-term planning. Because of their lack of consistency, they did not have a regular clientele. (p. 103)



Another study, conducted by Quinlan, Wyse, and O’Connor (1997) just prior to the widespread adoption of the Internet, identified 27 street-based MSWs in Dublin. A majority (70 percent) of this group were between age 18 and 25, with the youngest 17 and the oldest 45. Again, this group experienced a range of issues such as drug and alcohol abuse, homelessness, and dysfunctional family backgrounds. A small number were recent immigrants from Eastern Europe. A combination of economic growth, a property bubble, and a more relaxed immigration regime (Gilmartin, 2012, p. 2) saw immigration into the ROI increase from a low of 30,000 in 2002 to a high of 150,000 in 2007. As has been identified in studies done in Germany and the Czech Republic, high immigration flows from some recently admitted EU countries has been linked to the continued presence of a street-based commercial sector (Katona, 2012; Šídová, 2004).9 Carroll and Quinlan (2004) have conducted one of the few studies on young immigrant males and the commercial sex sector in the ROI. Although their qualitative analysis was drawn from a relatively small sample of immigrant MSWs (n = 6), they nevertheless suggest that the economic precariousness that some of these migrants found themselves in after entering the country was an important factor in their decision to sell sex.

How Many Online Male Escorts?

A review of several Irish escort websites shows that the market is dominated by one in particular, Escort-Ireland.com, which has by far the largest number of profiles for the male, female, transsexual, and transvestite escort populations. For example, aggregate data obtained for the whole of 2012 reveal that a total of 5,394 escorts advertised their services on this website. This included 87 males (3.5 percent), 178 transsexuals (3.3 percent), 132 transvestites (2.4 percent), and 4,897 females (90.8 percent). Other websites do exist, but they appear to capture a relatively small section of the market. For instance, in September 2013, the Best Escort Ireland website listed a total of 94 escorts, 91 females (97 percent) and 3 males (3 percent). Escorts4U.ie only had 23 registered escorts, 4 (17 percent) of whom were males. The website SexCIA.com had 27 (43 percent) male escorts listed out of a total of 63. Based on these figures, it is clear that male commercial sex providers are a relatively small component of the total online escort market in Ireland.

It is important to point out two caveats to our data from Escort-Ireland.com.10 First, we should be clear that the figures may not necessarily refer to 5,394 separate individuals, since there is clear evidence that some sex workers present themselves under multiple identities in terms of their gender, sexuality, nationality, and/or services offered. Posting multiple profiles is a breach of the website guidelines, but unfortunately we are not able to ascertain exactly how many sex workers might engage in this practice. Nevertheless, for the purposes of our discussion, we treat each sex worker ad as being from a separate individual.

Second, presenting multiple identities is part of the overall marketing strategy some sex workers deploy when trying to attract and secure clients, or “punters.” It might also reflect geographically specific strategies, in that there may be a preference for particular types of escorts and sexual services in different cities and towns across Ireland, north and south. It also is important to remember that out of these aggregate figures only a comparatively small number of sex workers are actually available on a day-to-day basis. Many are highly mobile and may only offer services in specific cities at specific times. In other cases, a profile might have lapsed and not been renewed. For instance, of the total number of female sex workers advertising their services on Escort-Ireland.com in NI in 2012 (n = 693), only 20-30 are actually providing services on any given day; the daily figure for the ROI is 300-500. The daily availability is even less for male sex workers, ranging from 1 to 5 in NI and 20 to 40 in the ROI.

Sexuality of Irish Male Escorts

Minichiello et al. (Minichiello, Scott, & Callander, 2013) have recently noted that, “in contrast to street workers, large numbers of [male] escorts define themselves as gay or bisexual” (p. 265). This is certainly true of those who work in Ireland, north and south. Our data for 2012 (see figure 17.2) clearly show that the vast majority (91 percent) of MSWs identify as either bisexual (63.6 percent, n = 119) or gay (27.3 percent, n = 51). Less than 10 percent were listed on Escort-Ireland.com as heterosexual, which can be read as a proxy for the nature of the market for male escorts among female clients. In contrast, only 0.3 percent (n = 13) of female sex workers identified as lesbians; the majority (n = 2,837, 57.9 percent) identified as heterosexual or bisexual (n = 2,047, 41.8 percent). Almost four out of five transsexual sex workers were bisexual, and more than twice as many transsexual as male sex workers identified as heterosexual. Transvestite and male sex workers had broadly similar patterns in terms of sexual identity, although half as many transvestites identified as heterosexual.

Table 17.1 shows the expressed sexuality of male and female sex workers who advertised on the Escort-Ireland.com website each year between 2009 and 2012. The data show that the proportion of MSWs identifying as bisexual increased by 11 percentage points, from approximately 51 percent in 2009 to almost 62 percent in 2012. Over the same period there was a corollary decline (i.e., almost 10 percent) in the proportion of male sex workers presenting themselves as heterosexual. Female sex workers have followed the same trends, although the rate of change has not been as dramatic as for males. Again, in general terms, we should note that female sex workers significantly outnumber male sex workers by a factor of around 30:1.
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FIGURE 17.2

Gender and Sexuality Profile of Irish Escorts, 2012

Source: www.Escort-Ireland.com

TABLE 17.1

Sexuality of Male and Female Escort Sign-Ups, 2009-2012
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Source: www.Escort-Ireland.com

Sexual Role of Irish Male Escorts

Pruitt (2005) notes that past research points to the notion that “straight male sex workers are less sexually versatile than gay male sex workers” (p. 196)—that is, straight male sex workers are much less likely to engage in passive anal sex or play the role of a bottom (i.e., recipient of anal penetration). However, a small number may be prepared to engage in active anal sex (i.e., perform anal penetration) if they opt to provide services to male clients (i.e., “gay for pay”; see Mai, 2012). Two-thirds of the sex workers in Pruitt’s (2005) study identified as being versatile in one way or another: just under 10 percent were versatile tops, almost 8 percent were versatile bottoms, and 48.5 percent were versatile. These descriptors reflect the “[sexual] preferences and/or usual roles of the escort” (p. 197). Data for all MSWs who signed up with Escort-Ireland.com for the period 2009-2012 (n = 449) show that all heterosexual-identified sex workers (n = 74) failed to provide any information in their ads as to whether they would engage in active or passive anal sex with male clients. This was in stark contrast to bisexual and gay MSWs. Bisexuals made up the majority (84 percent) of all male sex workers (n = 108) who played an active sexual role. A significant proportion of gay (37.5 percent) and bisexual escorts (62.5 percent) played both active and passive sexual roles (n = 277). Only a small number of gay sex workers (n = 10) identified as playing a passive-only role.
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FIGURE 17.3

Active and Passive Sexual Roles by Sexuality of Male Escort

Source: www.Escort-Ireland.com

At one level, the fact that heterosexual MSWs provide no information as to whether or not they engage in passive and/or active sexual roles is to be expected, as engaging in such an act runs counter to heterosexual masculine identity. However, given the exceptionally small market demand from female clients for heterosexual escorts, Irish-based MSWs who depend on escorting as a major source of income may well find themselves having to adopt a gay-for-pay persona and possibly assume an active sexual role, especially if they exhibit particular physical and masculine traits that tend to be in higher demand and thus attract an economic premium (Logan, 2010).

Age Profile of Male Sex Workers/Escort

The age at which people, especially women, enter the sex industry is often a major point of contention. It is often claimed by those who embrace the oppression paradigm, especially some radical feminists, that females who enter into sex work do so at a very young age, generally below the age of consent. Farley et al. (2003), for example, have claimed that a “conservative estimate of the average age of recruitment into prostitution in the U.S. is 13-14 years old” (p. 35). Weitzer (2007), however, suggests that we should interpret such figures with caution, noting that various studies on different forms of sex work (e.g., street-based, indoor) across a range of jurisdictions show that the average age of entry into prostitution varies considerably.11 Unfortunately, the data we have do not allow us to ascertain the age at which male sex workers began working in the sex industry. However, our data do allow for a comparison of the average age and age range across male, female, transsexual, and transvestite escorts.

In a study of MSWs in three Australia cities—Sydney (n = 92), Melbourne (n = 55), and Brisbane (n = 38)—Minichiello et al. (2002) found that the mean age of sex workers across all three cities was approximately 27 (STDEV = 6.95). The majority (58.8 percent) of all male sex workers (n = 185) were between 22 and 30. This compares with Pruitt’s (2005) finding that 54.7 percent of his sample of online male sex workers was between age 23 and 30. Brisbane had the highest proportion (65.8 percent) of sex workers in this age category, and just over 20 percent of sex workers in the city were age 21 or under; this rose to 23.6 percent for Melbourne. Again, these figures are comparable to Pruitt’s (2005), who found that 22.4 percent of his sample was between 18 and 22. At the older end of the age spectrum, Minichiello et al. (2002) found that only 5 percent of their sample was over age 40. Again, Melbourne had the highest proportion (7.3 percent) of males in this age category.

TABLE 17.2

Age Profile of Escorts, 2012
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Source: www.Escort-Ireland.com

So, what does the age profile of MSWs in Ireland look like and how does it compare with sex workers in other locations? As seen in table 17.2, the mean age of all sex workers is 26 (STDEV = 6.01); the mean age of male sex workers is just under 25 (STDEV = 4.54), slightly lower than females at 26.15 (STDEV = 6.16) and transsexuals at 25.67 (STDEV = 3.54), but higher than transvestites at 23.47 (STDEV = 3.48). A significant proportion of MSWs (22.8 percent) was listed as between ages 18 and 21—which is in line with Pruitt’s and Minichiello et al.’s observations—as compared to female (16.2 percent) and transsexual (8.4 percent) sex workers; almost one-third of transvestite escorts, however, were between ages 18 and 21—almost twice the rate for all escorts. The proportion of male sex workers age 18-21 resonates with findings by Logan (2010) and Minichiello et al. (2002) that only a small number of male (n = 2), transsexual (n = 1), and transvestite (n = 1) sex workers were 18 years old. Significantly more female sex workers were listed as being 18 (n = 32), but this age group accounted for just 0.7 percent of total female sex workers. The majority (67.5 percent) of Irish-based MSWs, like their U.S. and Australian counterparts, was found to be between 22 and 30 years old.

In terms of older sex workers, 47 was the maximum age of male sex workers, 44 and 40 for transsexual and transvestite escorts, respectively. There were considerably more older female sex workers, with 269 (5.6 percent) age 40 and above. In fact, the maximum age of female sex workers was 71. This difference in the age range of female and male sex workers raises interesting questions about the market preferences of largely male clients. On face value, it would seem that punters are relatively more discriminatory toward older male than female sex workers, and that career prospects in the sex industry appear to be more durable for women than men.

Nationality of Irish Male Sex Workers

As noted earlier, the Irish economy experienced significant economic growth between 1993 and 2007; that ended with the 2008 global financial crisis. Those years of growth saw many Irish citizens return home after living overseas and fueled considerable immigration of European migrants, including those from countries that became part of the EU in 2004—Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia—and later from Romania and Bulgaria, which became EU members in 2007 (Kitchin, O’Callaghan, Boyle, Gleeson, & Keaveney, 2012; Krings, Bobek, Moriarty, Salamonska, & Wickham, 2009). However, some EU member states, including the UK and Ireland, imposed restrictions on the right of permanent residence and the employment of Bulgarian and Romanian nationals within their respective jurisdictions; Ireland only lifted those restrictions in January 2012 (Citizens Information Board, 2013; Kitchin et al., 2012; Krings et al., 2009). We highlight this broad process of migration because various antisex work advocacy groups in Ireland (e.g., Ruhama and TORL) claim that the fact that the majority of women in sex work in Ireland are not Irish is evidence of widespread human trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation. But, as Agustin (2007) has highlighted, it is vitally important to recognize the difference between migrant sex workers and those coerced into sexual servitude, and the great difficulty in being able to ascertain definitively how many people are involved in sex work, whether by choice or as a result of trafficking. This is due to the stigma that surrounds sex work and the increased mobility of sex workers within and across borders. We acknowledge that there may well be some people, particularly women, who have been coerced into sex work in Ireland; however, assertions by some political actors, advocacy groups, and radical feminists that all or the vast majority of female sex workers have been coerced lacks any rigorous empirical basis.

Data from Escort-Ireland.com reveal that MSWs identified with 39 different nationalities. Similar numbers were evident for transsexual and transvestite sex workers (38 and 29, respectively), while female sex workers identified with a staggering 123 nationalities. Very few MSWs identified as Irish, a mere 11 (5.9 percent) out of 187. Even fewer transvestite (2.8 percent) and transsexual (4.5 percent) sex workers identified as Irish. Most intriguingly, no female escorts identified as Irish. This was also true of those in NI who identified as British or Irish. British/Irish male escorts accounted for just under 10 percent of the total male sex worker population in Ireland (n = 187)—see table 17.3. It is difficult to discern why so few sex workers who work in Ireland identify as Irish. One possible reason is that this identity marker lacks a certain exotic appeal, hence sex workers may advertise themselves under a different and more appealing nationality in order to attract more clients. However, we feel that this is a rather unlikely scenario, as it would be extremely difficult for a male from Ireland to pass as a Brazilian or Italian in the event of a face-to-face meeting. More probably, because of the risk of being stigmatized, Irish escorts and those of other nationalities adopt different cultural or nationality backgrounds to avoid being recognized by someone from their own community. For reasons we elaborate on below, Irish male sex workers do use the Internet to transact commercial sex, but they do so in different ways than foreign nationals.

Despite the large number of nationalities across all sex worker types, the “top 10” nationalities accounted for between 60.4 percent (female) and 82.6 percent (transvestite) of escorts; across all four sex worker types, a total of 19 different countries were represented (see table 17.3). A significant proportion of transvestite (47.2 percent) and transsexual (44.7 percent) sex workers identified as being from South American/Caribbean backgrounds, Brazilian being the most common nationality among male (22.5 percent), transsexual (33.7 percent), and transvestite (29.5 percent) sex workers. It is difficult to discern exactly why so many present as Brazilian, but it is true that the Brazilian population in the ROI has increased by a staggering 700 percent, from approximately 1,100 in 2002 to 8,700 in 2011 (Central Statistics Office, 2012). Just over a quarter of all Brazilians in Ireland are students, and approximately 20 percent work in relatively low-skill, low-paid employment sectors—wholesale and retailing, hospitality, and manufacturing—and more than 80 percent are between 15 and 34 years old. These various factors, combined with the economic woes Ireland has experienced over the last five years, may partly explain why some Brazilians (and other migrant groups) have turned to sex work as a way to supplement their incomes (Magnanti, 2012). European nationalities accounted for the largest proportion of male (38 percent) and female (46.6 percent) sex workers. There was a fairly even distribution of nationalities among females and males, with a concentration around two—Spanish (15 percent and 16.4 percent) and Italian (13.4 percent and 9.9 percent) for males and females respectively.

TABLE 17.3

Nationality of Escorts, 2012
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Source: www.Escort-Ireland.com

One issue of note relates to the position of migrant sex workers from Romania and Bulgaria, although this appears to relate primarily to female sex workers. Since our data encompass the period from 2009 to 2012, they may underplay the increasing number of Romanian women who are engaged in the sexual commerce sector in Ireland. While there were female Romanian sex workers in our data, they only accounted for 0.3 percent (n = 17) of our overall sample and thus did not make the top-10 list of nationalities. As noted above, the ROI lifted restrictions on the right of Romanian (and Bulgarian) citizens to permanently reside and work in the country only in July 2012, so our data may understate the current numbers of Romanian sex workers in Ireland.12 Indeed, a recent self-report survey by UglyMugs.ie (an organization that campaigns for sex worker safety) discovered that just over a quarter (25.7 percent) of Ireland-based sex workers who responded to the survey claimed Romanian nationality (UglyMugs.ie, 2013). This would appear to mirror the pattern for migrant sex workers—particularly from Romania, Bulgaria, and Hungary—and their participation in the sex trade in other EU jurisdictions, including the Netherlands and Germany (Day & Wards, 2004; Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2012; Katona, 2012).

Ultimately, in order to develop more nuanced insights into the nature of the commercial sex industry in Ireland, more primary survey and qualitative-based research will be required. It will need to explore the demographic profile of male (and female) sex workers in Ireland, why and how they entered the sex industry, what market segments they service, and why and how they see a future in sex work. Conducting such research will be no easy feat, especially within the current political climate, where policy is moving toward eliminating sex work via the so-called Swedish model of regulation, which criminalizes the purchase of sex. As we (and others) have articulated, this is likely to drive sex workers deeper into the shadows of the informal sex economy and thus increase rather than reduce risks to their health and general well-being (Agustin, 2007; Maginn & Ellison, 2013).

Conclusions

As in other jurisdictions, the landscape of commercial sex work in Ireland, north and south, has been fundamentally altered by the development of the Internet as the primary mechanism for transacting sexual commerce for both female and male sex workers. We have noted that the dynamics of male sexual commerce in both parts of Ireland is woefully underresearched, but particularly in NI, where no academic studies have been conducted thus far. Even in the ROI, where slightly more research has been conducted (though much of it predates the Internet), no study of which we are aware has been based on a properly randomized sample that limits the generalizability of the data. The overwhelming majority of studies are based on small convenience samples, usually drawn from a subsection of the sex worker population who seek sexual health or other support services. Furthermore, the stigma traditionally associated with homosexuality in Ireland in general across the social, cultural, and political spheres has meant that researching the issue of male commercial sex has been beset by a number of difficulties. At one level, the issue of homosexuality in Ireland is still, as Oscar Wilde famously noted, the love that dare not speak its name, and as such has remained relatively hidden from official policy debates and public discourse. As noted above, the issue of male commercial sex did not feature at all in the DUP’s proposals to criminalize payment for sex in Northern Ireland. This is not due only to the fact that the issue was perceived to be less of a problem than female sex work, as it also reflects the fact that many in the DUP (which attracts a strong Protestant fundamentalist base) simply refuse to believe or acknowledge that there are men who are willing to both sell and purchase sex from other men.

Our analysis of the data from Escort-Ireland.com suggests that the phenomenon of male commercial sex is prevalent in Ireland, although comparatively fewer males than females are involved in the industry. One of the curious aspects of the Escort-Ireland.com data concerns the relatively small number of male sex workers who identify as “Irish,” or as “British” if from NI. This may suggest that, for reasons of anonymity, indigenous sex workers do not transact business via a website such as Escort-Ireland.com, where they have to maintain a permanent profile. Certainly, the majority of male sex worker profiles are of people who claim a nationality other than Irish or British, Brazilian, Spanish, and Italian being the most common. This may point to two things: first, the relative professionalization of the sector, wherein sex workers from Brazil, for example, appear to be highly mobile and may view sex work as their main job; second, male sex workers from the ROI and NI engage in commercial sex rather more sporadically and transiently and advertise their services using alternative means. A cursory analysis of alternative websites, such as Craigslist, Gaydar, Adultwork, Grindr, Gayswap, Planet Romeo, Vivastreet, and Squirt, indicate that, as far as can be ascertained, the overwhelming majority of sellers who advertise sexual services are based locally. However, advertisements and profiles appear and disappear with rather rapid abandon, sometimes staying live for only a few days at a time. Again, this suggests that sex work for some young men is something that they dip in and out of depending on circumstances; it is not a fixed identity.

Our discussion has shed some light on the landscape of the male sex worker sector in Ireland. However, it is probably more accurate to consider the landscape of male commercial sex in terms of vertical and horizontal demarcations: vertical in terms of the relative social position of the sex worker, the amount of capital they can draw on (looks, body image, hygiene, and whether they can provide a “boyfriend experience”); and horizontal in terms of the location where sex is transacted (the Internet, bars/saunas, cruising areas, and the street). At the higher end are the professional escorts who advertise on websites such as Escort-Ireland.com, who very often tailor their product—the range of services offered and the kind of look—to client needs. As such, they often can command higher prices for their services and retain a following of clients with whom they meet on a regular basis.

Conversely, at the lower end of the spectrum there is an ongoing street-based commercial sex scene involving male sellers in the larger cities, such as Dublin and Belfast. While we should be careful about homogenizing the experiences of those involved in the street sector, as with any other facet of sexual commerce (see Weitzer, 2011a), many young men who sell sex on the street command little capital, do not particularly enjoy what they do (Hall, 2007; McCabe, 2005), and earn relatively little money per transaction (The Cyrenians, 2013). They also are disproportionately likely to experience violence and abuse at the hand of clients, attract the attention of the police, and partake in particularly risky sexual practices (McCabe, 2005). This situation resonates with experiences among street-based female sex workers, who are likely to experience more frequent and more severe victimization (Weitzer, 2010, p. 10). While the male street-based sector is small, it is nevertheless disproportionately overrepresented by men from disadvantaged backgrounds who may experience many personal and social problems, including drug addiction, dysfunctional family circumstances, and a history of institutional care.

In between these extremes, however, there appears to be another category of local sex worker who sells sex sporadically and more anonymously. These sex workers also use the Internet but they rarely maintain an online profile for more than a few days at a time. For these young men, whose website profiles suggest that they are mainly between 18 and 25, selling sex is transient and they drift in and out of it as the need arises. Such online profiles are generally textual only and convey only basic information, such as age, appearance, location, sexuality, and services provided. In the rare cases where a photograph is displayed, it is often a rather blurred body shot and usually minus the face, which is in contrast to the high-definition photographic images used by MSWs on Escort-Ireland.com. This suggests that anonymity continues to be a key factor in determining the ways that locally based male sex workers negotiate business. While there is some evidence that sexual experimentation and a desire for sexual adventure is an important factor in young men becoming involved in commercial sex (Weitzer, 2011a), the dire economic situation in both parts of Ireland has undoubtedly led some young men to turn to sexual commerce to supplement their incomes. A cursory analysis of website profiles suggests that many list their occupation as “student,” and they are diverse in terms of their professed sexual orientation, with “bicurious,” bisexual, and straight featuring much more commonly than a homosexual or gay identity. However, it is difficult to generalize about the ways local male sex workers use the Internet to transact business, since this has not been subject to any systematic research in either NI or the ROI. What is clear from our analysis, however, is that they do this in markedly different ways from MSWs who see sex work as part of their professional persona.

To better inform policy debates in both parts of Ireland, the phenomenon of male sex workers and their involvement in the provision of sexual services needs urgent consideration. There currently are no official mechanisms for assessing the needs of MSWs in either part of Ireland, which is particularly problematic, given the persistence of a street-based male commercial scene in the large cities. While this sector is small, it is nevertheless populated by young men who are particularly vulnerable and who experience many problems in their lives. Moreover, in the ROI there is some (albeit limited) evidence that young immigrant males are pushed into selling sex out of economic necessity, which only compounds whatever problems they had to start off with because of their migrant status. Urgently needed in both jurisdictions on the island of Ireland is a joint system of care and service provision modeled, for example, on that in Manchester, England. Manchester City Council’s Prostitution Strategy focuses on the issues and needs of street-based MSWs who are perceived to be at risk and vulnerable. The strategy is the result of an approach agreed to by the city council, the Greater Manchester Police, social services, sexual health workers, and sex worker rights activist groups. Their emphasis is on harm reduction, rather than on enforcement per se. However, the gendered nature of sex work policy debates occurring in both parts of Ireland means that development of any such system is unlikely to happen in the foreseeable future.
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Endnotes

1    This is the Irish Parliament.

2    See BBC News at http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/northern_ireland/6590155.stm, April 25, 2007.

3    The term “Celtic Tiger” refers to the rapid and aggressive economic growth Ireland experienced from the 1990s until the global financial crisis in 2008.

4    See http://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisi/2008/1769/part/5.

5    See http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/1993/en/act/pub/0020/print.html#sec7.

6    See Houses of the Oireachtas (2013b) for list and copies of submissions.

7    This project, funded by the British Academy (May 2013-May 2014), examines the policing and regulation of prostitution in four cities including Belfast, Manchester, Berlin, and Prague.

8    Interview with Belfast Health and Social Care Trust outreach worker conducted August 2013.

9    Outreach organizations such as Subway in Berlin (http://www.subway-berlin.de) and Projekt Šance in Prague provide services to mainly Romanian, Bulgarian, and Hungarian street-based male sex workers in these cities.

10  The data we use here were provided by E Designers Ltd., the parent company that owns and manages the Escort-Ireland.com website. We requested anonymized data on escorts from Escort-Ireland.com when we were contacted by them following publication of an opinion piece we wrote, in which we argued that criminalization of sex work was likely to do more harm than good to sex workers (Maginn & Ellison, 2013). We were subsequently supplied with de-identified raw data on the profiles of escorts, including gender, sexuality, date of birth, nationality, sexual preferences (male escorts only), and sign-ups (2009-2012). These raw data were “scraped” from the profiles of escort advertisements on Escort-Ireland.com by the web administrator from E Designers Ltd. and supplied to us in a series of Excel spreadsheets for male, female, transsexual, and transvestite escorts.

11  For example, in a recent UglyMugs.ie survey (2013), the largest specified age group for entry into sex work among Ireland-based escorts was 18-24. The study reports that “none of the participants reported entering sex work aged under 16 years old” (p. 2).

12  Romanian and Bulgarian citizens previously had to have a work permit in order to obtain employment in the ROI and were subject to a labor market needs test.


CONCLUSION

Future Directions in Male Sex Work Research

Victor Minichiello and John Scott

The aim of this book has been to open and clarify a new, conceptually broader perspective on the male sex industry. We hope that the chapters you have read will help put to rest some outdated and negative perceptions of male sex workers (MSWs) and their clients—that is, that both and each are morally deficient, deviant individuals. These dated perceptions would have us believe that transactional (for pay) male sexual acts are mediated by a power struggle and always involve an act of repression. Such a conclusion is simply not supported by the findings of social scientists and other informed observers working in this arena.

We also hope to have demonstrated that transactional sexual acts between men cannot be analyzed as isolated events. Rather, in analyzing them one must also consider the wider social and cultural umbrella under which the male sex industry is now based, including technological advances.

The postmodern view presented in this book is that sexual pleasure involves intensely personal erotic acts and interactions. We have drawn from insights into the broad range of sexualities (varieties of sexual roles and perceptions of these roles) offered by the work of philosopher and social theorist Michel Foucault (1926-1984) of the Collège de France, and of interactionist sociologists such as Erving Goffman (1922-1982) of the University of Pennsylvania and Herbert Blumer (1900-1987) of the University of Chicago.1 These chapters have offered a well-rounded understanding of how male sex work unfolds and evolves in the everyday lives of MSWs and their clients, and how we can conceptualize transactional sexual intimacy between men more realistically and sympathetically. Walby’s (2012) research highlights the fact that interactions between MSWs and their clients involve not just sex and an economic transaction but also a human exchange. This can include camaraderie and, indeed, authentic, albeit mostly temporary, companionship.

We must not forget the powerful social and economic forces that shape how commercial male-to-male sex is viewed. Our knowledge about the male sex worker has been constructed over a historical arch and has changed from era to era. The broader conceptualization of sexualities and gender in current studies of male sex work has provided new insights into how men negotiate or parlay their sexuality in terms of what is sexually possible or “on the menu” when they engage the services of MSWs, or what the immediate chemistry permits, as opposed to what is legitimate or not in the public domain.

Researchers who painstakingly examine the sale of the male body as a commercial transaction have offered enormously useful insights into introspective concepts that have an impact on our lives, such as the role of masculinity, sexualities, and individual agency. They also have examined the impact of gender, age, race, and sexual orientation on the sexual choices and careers of MSWs. The structure and organization of male sex work have indeed undergone significant changes, which in the world of research has been accompanied by ever-changing cultural discourses and academic theorization.

This volume also has outlined specific research opportunities and social concepts that might be considered by new and future scholars working in the field of male sex work. Particularly urgentis an understanding of the critical roles played by race and ageism, and much more work also must be done empirically and conceptually within the public policy, legal, and public health spheres.

The role of race in the context of this volume is highly problematic. Race is commonly considered by social scientists to be a socially constructed identity, the meaning of which is highly variable according to place and time. In general terms, race is the categorization of people based on physical characteristics, the most prominent of which is skin color. Because race is associated with social stereotypes, it can act as an important marker of sex roles and sexual performance. Cultural norms and values play an important role in determining what men find attractive and what they do not (Wilson et al., 2009). We have seen that some sex workers regularly promote their services with specific reference to their race and sex role identity (Han, 2006; Logan, 2010). For example, black MSWs have been shown to be less likely to self-identify as gay (i.e., they indicate that they are “gay for pay”). They also are more likely to engage in higher-risk sexual behaviors and less likely to disclose their status as MSWs (Solorio, Swendenman, & Rotheram-Borus, 2003).

In the African American community, homosexuality is often perceived as a sinful, unnatural weakness, and often is an embarrassing or taboo subject that clashes with racial and gender role expectations, masculinity, and community norms relating to sexuality. This can lead African American men to avoid using condoms because “safe sex” may be perceived as a threat to their masculine prowess or viewed an admission of having a sexually transmitted infection. In a study in which we examined the safe-sex practices of 1,236 escorts from a male sex worker website, we found a significant association between race and safe-sex practices. Black male sex workers were more likely than other MSWs to be ambiguous about their desire to engage in unsafe sex. However, the study found that, statistically speaking, when escorts mentioning that they would have unsafe sex was combined with an analysis of escorts making ambiguous sex intentions (e.g., indicating to clients that anything is sexually possible) in their descriptive website profile, the odds of black male sex workers reporting the intention to consider unsafe sex increased significantly more than the other groups. (Minichiello, Scott, & Saifur, 2012). Other questions to explore that have important public health implications include whether male clients have a racial preference when choosing a sex worker, and whether race has an impact on expectations around safer sex.

There also is a pressing need for research that examines how age influences the interactions between MSWs and their clients. For example, the impact of ageing and ageism in the male sex industry needs to come under the microscope. Studies of the ageing process of both escorts and their clients could provide useful insights, for example, into the sexual performance expected from older MSWs. From a gerontological perspective, the notion that the older male sex worker can be considered less attractive or inviting and possibly have a flaccid penis can lead to sex work that involves mainly desexualized touching, or cuddling. These would be interesting concepts for future study. It also would be fascinating to explore whether older clients who have less toned or otherwise less appealing bodies perceive themselves to be sexually inferior. Would they therefore be more likely to engage in risky sexual behaviors with MSWs? What would this say about men and their bodies? Ageism, culture, race, and masculinity are not only socially constructed from an academic point of view, they are concepts that have real-life consequences and the potential to create risky health situations for both MSWs and their clients. These are questions that merit future public health studies and funding as our population ages.

Our chapter on clients who use the services of MSWs improves our understanding of this topic, although obvious gaps in our knowledge remain. Studies must go beyond finding out who clients are and explore the reasons they use male escorts, and we should advance our understanding of how such sexual relationships fit into these people’s lives. We urgently need to chronicle the real-life stories of both the male and female clients of male escorts so we can learn more through their experiences about the complex relationships between sexual fantasies, identity, and power. From a public health perspective, the exchange of fluid during sex represents not just intimacy but a health risk, yet we cannot accurately predict the desires and fantasies of clients and workers or what motivates them to engage in unprotected sex. Romance and sex are at the core of the human experience, and clients’ need for intimacy and fulfilment can sometimes overpower their need for protection. Moreover, some MSWs need to express their masculinity and dominance by penetrating a client without protection. By dint of such action, they gain control over a client, which enhances their sense of masculine pride and satisfaction.

The male sex industry has never been exclusive to Western society, and it definitely is not a phenomenon arising from the decadence of capitalism. The chapters in this volume have shown that MSWs are found in a range of sociopolitical and geographic contexts or situations. These include rural and urban environments, developing and developed countries, and countries with capitalist, communist, and dictatorial governments. MSWs are found in China, Russia, South America, Africa, and even the Middle East. However, how male sex work appears in the public view and how it unfolds as a commercial business differs between countries and cultures. Needless to say, the services of MSWs in every country and culture are sought by both men and women.

The existence of MSWs around the globe offers extensive opportunities for further research: What explains the similarities and differences in how the male sex industry is regulated in various countries? How do clients and sex workers view themselves and go about their business? How do men in different societies and cultures negotiate and reconcile contradictions in pleasuring themselves sexually? How is such behavior interpreted symbolically and politically? What are the consequences of male sex work? Studies of these and other topics would also shed light on the roles culture and religion play in shaping the sale of sex by men to men, and by male escorts to women. Such research would also provide further insights not only into the male sex trade but into the phenomena of sexualities, gender, and men’s health.

Finally, public health is of enormous and sometime even life-or-death importance. As shown in this book, the health of MSWs and their clients is intimately bound up with social attitudes toward sex work and same-sex desire. We therefore refer to health in the broadest sense and include issues of behavior, such as homophobic violence or other psychological or physical abuse of MSWs and their clients. The regulation of sex work often puts sex workers and their clients at risk of violence and other horrific health outcomes—behavioral, physical, and social. Ill-considered regulation can also discourage sex workers and their clients from using preventative aids to maintain good health. Research shows that countries that have decriminalized or legalized the sex industry have much lower incidence of HIV and sexually transmitted infections and more positive health outcomes for both MSWs and their clients (Ashford, 2009; Scott et al., 2006; Scoular & O’Neil, 2007). However, any changes to existing laws need to take into account the wide diversity of the sex work experience, including the many contexts in which sex work occurs.

Existing HIV prevention programs succeed in changing behavior only in highly motivated individuals. The AIDS epidemic is moving relentlessly into its next phase (Parsons & Bimbi, 2007), and intervention approaches are now urgently needed for men who intentionally engage in unsafe commercial sex. Internet and computer-mediated communications facilitate the growth of subcultural sexual behaviors, such as HIV-negative individuals seeking out HIV-positive partners (Tewksbury, 2003). Public health programs need to maximize their reach by understanding more fully how the Internet is used to promote harm-reduction strategies (Bauermeister, Giuere, Carballo-Dieguez, Ventuneac, & Eisenberg, 2010).In terms of public health, the explosion of social networking offers opportunities for collaborating, generating, and sharing interactive Internet content that relates to people’s lived experiences and encourages a participatory rather than a delivery model of health care.

Other challenges emerge from online interactions between MSWs and their clients. For example, some of the messages found on the website Rentboy.com hint at the willingness of some MSWs to consider having unsafe sex under certain circumstances with particular partners. We recognize that MSWs are marketing a range of services they think may bring in additional income and thus may be ambiguous about their willingness to have sex without condoms to attract clients who will pay more for such services. To be clear, implying that such sexual activity may occur does not necessarily reflect what actually will actually occur; thus this type of sexual service may be overemphasized at a time when people appear less concerned about unsafe sex. Nevertheless, there is an urgent need for studies that explore and explain individual MSWs’ motivations for offering and/or practicing unsafe sex or being ambiguous about their intentions, including studies of the circumstances of people’s most private lives. Successful public health campaigns need to understand the nuances of MSWs’ intentions or premeditation about safe-sex practices, and use health promotion and sexual messages that speak to the realities of MSWs’ complex and socially fueled but ultimately personal decision-making processes. And the fact remains that urgent advice about using a condom simply may not work with all people.

The male sex industry is a topic that provides both opportunities and challenges for researchers and society. Consistent, reliable data will help us understand more fully the demographic diversity of MSWs and their clients. Additional study will enable society to openly acknowledge that the male sex industry is larger and more widespread than heretofore believed, and that enormously diverse sexualities and sexual practices prevail. Increasing our knowledge of MSWs will help us learn more about the meaning of masculinity in the context of transactional sex and may have a critical impact on our understanding of sexual relations in the context of gender roles. The male sex industry will continue to create considerable challenges in the broader society, and some policymakers are responding creatively to issues related to public health, homosexuality, and the professionalization and commercialization of the male sex industry. One thing is certain: we can confidently say, as this book attests, that the male sex industry—which includes highly diverse men of all colors, shapes, and sizes who sell sexual services—deserves significantly increased funding for future research on the basis of public health alone. We hope this book will open new doorways to that future.
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Endnotes

1    Symbolic interaction theory is a major sociological current of thought that originated at the University of Chicago in the social-psychological writings of Blumer, whose school of thought and its offshoot, social constructionism, have furnished qualitative sociology with a useful and now widespread perspective on social problems. Interactionists focus on the subjective meanings that people give to objects, events, and human behavior. They give priority to subjective meanings because they assume that people behave on the basis of what they believe or claim, rather than what might be objectively true.
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GLOSSARY

A

ACT: Australian Capital Territory aediles: government officials (Ancient Rome) aetiology: n. the study of causation, commonly in the areas of medicine and philosophy; also etiology aetiological, adj.

agency: n. a person’s ability to act freely and independently agentic; agentive, adj.

An Garda Síochána: the police force in the Republic of Ireland

anonymize: v. to make something appear to be anonymous; used for test results, research subjects, Internet addresses, etc.

ASWA: African Sex Worker’s Alliance

asymmetrical citizenship practice: in the European Union, a government policy granting reciprocal benefits to citizens from some EU nations but not others

B

Bahnhof boy: MSW who solicits clients in or around a train station (Germany)

banya: sauna (Russia)

bardassa: from Arabic for “slave”; MSW (medieval Italy)

barracks prostitution: an 18th-century category of MSW between straight-identified male soldiers and queer-identified male clients; also soldier prostitution

BCE: before the common era

BDSM: bondage/discipline or dominance/submission or sadism/masochism behavioral modalities: patterns of behavior

beiyangde: “houseboy”; MSW who lives with a client and/or provides full time service (China, modern)

bipartite patriarchy: a social structure having two coequal ruling castes of men

bridge model: a model of disease transmission suggesting that HIV was spread to the general population through the bisexual behavior of sex workers

C

California roll: n. a small, inexpensive type of sushi (Japanese food)

canon: n. a generally accepted body of scholarship on a particular subject

canonical: adj.; canonically, adv.

capital: nonfinancial assets, such as education, physical appearance, or intellect, that carry social influence

Casanova: n. a man who has many sexual partners, especially female partners

catamati: young MSWs, predominantly slaves (Ancient Rome); also pueri delicati

CE: common era

“Celtic Tiger” economy: the aggressively growing economy in Ireland from the 1990s to 2008

chigo: priestly apprentice (17th-century Japan)

chong: “favorite” (China, historical)

City Vigilance League: New York City police reform commission (1890s/1900s)

Cleveland Street Affair: London scandal involving prostitution among post office messenger boys (1889)

closed borders: a political policy that does not allow individual freedom of movement into or out of a country

coefficient: n. (statistics) usually correlation coefficient; a number indicating the strength of the association between two related variables

collective identity: a shared sense of belonging to a specific group

commodification: n. the process by which tangible or intangible entities acquire an economic value and become a product that can be bought and sold; also commoditization

commoditization: see commodification

common law: a legal system in which laws are derived from judicial rulings and precedent; used in the UK, most Commonwealth countries, and most of the U.S.

compensatory exchange: payment

complaisants: (French) young models and MSWs in Taormina, Sicily (1900s)

concealable stigma: an identity or characteristic considered shameful that is not readily identifiable to others

concubinus: male slave kept by some male citizens before marriage (Ancient Rome)

conceptual binary: a theory or system of thought comprising two fixed and opposing elements

conceptualize: v. to form an idea or theory about something

conjugation: n. the changed form of a verb indicating changed tense, number, person, etc.

contract employee: an individual hired directly by a client under the terms of a specific agreement

control: v. (statistics) to keep constant the effects of one or more variables in order to measure the effect of another variable

correlate: n. either of two things that are directly associated counter-hegemonic: adj. opposing a system of prevailing beliefs or dominant ideals counter-hegemony, n.

Craigslist: n. an online market-place in the U.S.

criminalize: v. to make a specific behavior into a crime, typically through legislation or judicial action; criminalization, n.

Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act (ROI, 1993): the primary legislation governing the regulation of prostitution in the Republic of Ireland

cross-cultural: adj. relating to, comparing, or involving more than one culture

cross-sectional sample: a small segment of a population being researched that is intended to reflect the composition of the population at large

cultural competency: familiarity with or expertise in dealing with a culture or subculture, especially one that is not your own

cultural narrative: a story used to define certain aspects of a culture or a group of people, either from their own perspective or from an outsider’s

D

dagong: “to work” (China, modern)

Daughters of Bilitis: the first national organization of lesbians in the U.S. (1955–1970) de facto discrimination: discrimination happening in practice, but not necessarily based in law

decriminalize: v. to abolish the penalties for behavior that was previously considered criminal, typically through legislation; decriminalization, n.

Defense of Marriage Act (U.S., 1996–2013): a legislative act barring the federal government from recognizing same-sex marriages

demimonde: a social circle or group that is considered not respectable; an underworld

Democratic Unionist Party: a political party in Northern Ireland that supports union with Britain

deviance: diversion from the accepted cultural norms and standards of a society; deviant, adj.

deviancy discourse: a formal study or way of thinking that emphasizes the ways in which the subjects of the study deviate from cultural norms or expectations

discourse: in sociology, the values held and communicated by a specific culture or institution; discursively, adv.

discursively constituted: as defined within a specific sociological discourse

diversion program: a judicial sentencing model for low-risk or first offenders, mandating education or counseling rather than punishment

DoJE: Department of Justice and Equality (Republic of Ireland)

dualism: a philosophical worldview comprising two opposing elements

duanxiu: “cut sleeves”; literary euphemism for male homosexuality (China, historical)

DUP: Democratic Unionist Party (Northern Ireland)

E

empirical: adj. based on observed and usually quantifiable data; empirically, adv.

epidemiology: n. the study of health conditions and diseases within a population; epidemiological, adj.

erastes: “lover”; older or more active partner in a male same-sex relationship (Ancient Greece)

eromenos, eromenoi: “beloved”; younger or more passive partner in a male same-sex relationship (Ancient Greece); also pais

eros: “intimate or romantic love” (Ancient Greece)

erotikos: “honest love”; nontransactional same-sex relationship (Ancient Greece)

ethnographic: adj. based on direct study of a culture or subculture

ethnoreligious: adj. relating to both the religious and ethnic backgrounds of a group or individual

etiology: n. the study of causation, commonly in the areas of medicine and philosophy; also aetiology; etiological, adj.

ethnosexual: adj. based on an individual’s perceived sexual and racial or ethnic identities

EU: European Union

European Health Insurance Card: identification allowing citizens of one EU country to access health care in others

exoleti: “adult” or “active”; older MSW (Ancient Rome)

experiential epistemology: a method of gaining information based on direct experience

exploitative capitalism: gain or benefit in a market-driven economic system at the expense of others

extra-marginalization: n. the further reduction in social standing or power of those already in a powerless community

F

fairy prostitute: a man who dressed in the style of female sex workers in Europe and the U.S. in the early 19th century

Federal Data Protection Act (Germany; 1979, 1990, 2009): a series of legislative acts protecting the personal identity data of individuals living in Germany

field survey: a method of research in which information is collected through direct observation or first-person interviews

fin de siécle: (French) end of the (19th) century

flat management structure: a business model with no defined hierarchy in which all or most participants have equal decision-making power

foreground: v. to emphasize or bring to attention front-line services: services such as health care provided directly to members of the public, usually by the government

FSW: female sex worker

G

G: “for general audiences” (all ages) in the rating system established in 1968 by the Motion Picture Association of America

Gay Concentration Index: the percentage of the population of a (U.S.) metropolitan area identified as same-sex male partners

“gay for pay”: adj. describes men who do not identify as gay or same-sex attracted but are willing to engage in sexual activities with other men in exchange for payment; also pseudohomosexual

gaze: n. a power relationship between individuals or groups of people in which the more powerful is considered to be viewing and therefore defining the image of the less powerful

GCI: Gay Concentration Index

gender performance: a construction of gender (formulated by Judith Butler) based on actions rather than innate identity

globalization: the exchange of worldviews, products, ideas, and other aspects of culture across national boundaries

gongren: “proletarian class” (China, modern)

GT: Gay Times (magazine, UK)

H

haizi: “child”; MSW predominantly serving male clients (China, modern); also xiaohai, zai

harm minimization: public health-related policies that aim to reduce the potential harm or damage associated with participating in particular behaviors; also harm reduction

hedonic regression: in economics, a method of estimating demand and value for a particular good or service

hegemony: n. the cutural influence exerted by a dominant social group and serving to maintain its dominance; hegemonic, adj.

hetaira, hetairai: “mistress” (Ancient Greece)

heteronormative: adj. reflecting an assumption of heterosexuality as the preferred and normal sexuality; heteronormativity, n.; heteronormatively, adv.

heterosexism: biased beliefs and behaviors in favor of heterosexual sexuality and relationships; heterosexist, adj.

HIV: human immunodeficiency virus

homonormative: adj. reflecting the assimilation of ideals and values typically associated with heteronormativity by sexually diverse individuals or groups

homosocial: adj. being or related to a nonsexual or nonromantic relationship between people of the same sex or gender; homosociality, n.

HOYMAS: health clinic for sex workers in Nairobi

hukou: the household registration system used to control internal migration in modern China

humanistic dyad: two people involved in a free-will relationship that works to the benefit of both parties

Human Rights (Sexual Conduct) Act (Australia, 1994): a legislative act decriminalizing homosexual behavior in Australia

I

ICI: Immigrant Council of Ireland

iconography: n. images and, by extension, beliefs relating to a particular subject

IDSW: Interaction Diary for Sex Work (research survey, Latin America)

ikiji: “shared masculine pride”; nontransactional same-sex relationship between samurai and their apprentices (17th-century Japan)

Immigrant Council of Ireland (ICI): an advocacy group working for the rights of migrants and their families in the Republic of Ireland

informant: n. a person interviewed as part of a qualitative research study

intercept: n. (statistics) the constant in a linear regression analysis; the value of y when x=0

internalized homophobia: the adoption of negative attitudes or beliefs about homosexuality by a person identifying as homosexual

intersectionality: n. a basis of study considering the effects of multiple systems of oppression on an individual or group

indicated interventions: public health or awareness initiatives that target individuals or groups of people with demonstrated risk of harm or danger

IRA: Irish Republican Army

“iron bowl” economy: also “iron rice bowl”; a Chinese economic plan, started under Mao Zedong, guaranteeing job security and a steady income for some occupations

J

Jungs: “boys” or “guys”; MSW (Germany); less stigmatized term than Stricher

jurisdiction: an area within which a government has legal control, such as a state, territory, or country

K

kabuki: Japanese form of theater

L

labor migration: the movement of individuals from country to country, usually illegally, in search of employment

laolao: agent or pimp (China, modern)

legalize: v. to make a formerly criminal behavior legal, typically through legislation or judicial action; legalization, n.

LGBTI: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgendered, Intersex; many variants exist, a common one being LGBTQ (Queer)

licensed premises: a place, such as a bar or club, having official government permission to sell alcohol

life world: n. a person’s subjective experience of everyday life

lingual code: common language to which secret meanings have been assigned in order to send hidden messages

linguistic transgenderism: the use of language to refer to both males and females in such a way as to erase distinctions between them

longitudinal: adj. describes research that involves repeated observations conducted over a period of time

M

M: “for mature audiences” in the rating system established in 1968 by the Motion Picture Association of America

M4M: men for men

M$M: men selling sex to men

machismo: n. behaviors or attitudes associated with the belief that men are superior to women

macho: adj. exhibiting machismo; in some contexts, macho may be used to describe any masculine traits or behaviors

macro-level processes: large-scale social policies or processes that influence the health, welfare, or status of an individual or a community

male endowment: the size of a man’s penis

male gaze: the objectification of women stemming from the cultural control that men have over visual representations of women, especially in film or advertising

marginality: n. the state of existing on the outer edges or lower levels of society

marginalize: v. to regulate or confine an individual or group to a lower level of social standing; marginalization, n.

market logic: the attitudes and forces that affect the buying and selling of a product or service

masculinist: adj. based on the belief that men are dominant and superior to women

Mattachine Society: one of the earliest national organizations of gay men in the U.S. (1950–1970s)

MB: money boy (MSW, China)

meritori, meretrix: male or female prostitute (Ancient Rome)

metrosexual: n. a male who acts or dresses in ways stereotypically associated with homosexuality, whether or not he self-identifies as a homosexual

migrant male sex worker: an MSW who lives and engages in sex work in a foreign country

modality: n. the pattern of an individual’s behavior, actions, or manner

moffie: a man who engages in feminine behavior or dress (southern Africa)

moral calculus: the act or process of determining the correct moral action in a given situation

Motion Picture Production Code: a set of guidelines, enforced by the U.S. film industry from 1930 to 1968, determining acceptable content in motion pictures

MSA: Metropolitan Statistical Area (U.S.)

MSM: men who have sex with men

MSW: male sex worker

N

nan gongguan: MSWs who predominantly serve female clients (China, modern)

narrative: n. in the social sciences, a sequential account of connected events, typically in language or images, or the worldview or cultural views expressed through this account; narrative, adj.

nasake: emotional sensitivity, love (17th-century Japan)

natal family: the family into which a person is born

National Ugly Mugs Scheme: a national database allowing anonymous reporting of violence against sex workers (UK)

needs assessment: an organized process for determining what services are needed in a community

New Queer Cinema (NQC): a cinematic movement of the early 1990s featuring sexually diverse protagonists and often characterized by the rejection of heteronormativity

NGO: nongovernmental organization

NI: Northern Ireland

non-fixity: n. the quality or state of being changeable nongovernmental organization (NGO): a local, national, or international nonprofit organization that operates independently of government, usually one having a humanitarian purpose

nonhegemonic: adj. describes aspects of a society or culture that do not match those of the dominant social group

Nordic or Swedish model: a legal policy in which the purchase of sex is prohibited by law, but the sale of sex is not

normative: adj. describes a cultural standard or ideal based on shared values or norms

nosocomial: adj. (of a disease or infection) acquired in a hospital

NQC: New Queer Cinema

NSW: New South Wales (state, Australia)

O

objectification: n. the act of viewing a person as an object instead of as an independent, rational human

Oireachtas: the parliament of the Republic of Ireland

oppression paradigm: a scholarly theory considering prostitution to be entirely the result of male domination and exploitation of women

P

p: (statistics) a statistical value showing the likelihood that results are statistically significant

paederastia: a mentoring relationship between younger and older male citizens (Ancient Greece)

pais: “child” or “slave”; younger or more passive participant in a same-sex relationship (Ancient Greece); also eromenos

pars orientalis: the eastern regions of the later Roman Empire

passive participle: a verb form that functions as an adjective in some languages

PCA: Production Code Administration (film censorship agency, U.S.)

PEP: post-exposure prophylaxis

piece rate: payment by the item, with a fixed price being paid for each unit completed or service performed

pleshka: public outdoor spaces frequented by MSWs and other MSM (Russia)

political economy: the interaction between political and economic systems and its effect on governments or individuals

polymorphous paradigm: a scholarly theory exploring the many variables that contribute to prostitution, including victimization and exploitation, but also choice, job satisfaction, and self-esteem

porne, pornai: FSW (Ancient Greece)

porneia: male prostitution (Ancient Greece)

positive marginality: the act of considering an out-of-the-mainstream social or political identity to be an asset rather than a liability

postcolonialism: n. the study or interpretation of a society through a focus on the legacy of colonialism; postcolonial, adj.

post-exposure prophylaxis (PEP): medical treatment administered following exposure to a pathogen in order to reduce the chances of infection

postfeminist: adj. occurring or believed since the rise of the feminist movement of the late 20th century; post-feminism, n.

post-Stonewall: adj. in or of the period in gay and lesbian history following the New York-based Stonewall riots, particularly in the Western world

poststructuralism: n. a scholarly approach based on the idea that there are many truths, and rejecting the binary oppositions and patterns of the earlier structuralist movement; post-structuralist, adj.

pricing model: a method of determining where prices should be set within a particular market

primary prevention: an attempt, especially through a government or public health program, to help people avoid developing health issues

procreative sexual laws: laws enforcing a Christian moral code by making illegal sexual behavior that does not lead to reproduction

pseudohomosexual: adj. describes men who do not identify as gay or same-sex attracted but are willing to engage in sexual activities with other men in exchange for payment; also gay-for-pay

psychodynamics: n. a school of psychology based on the theories of Sigmund Freud and his followers, emphasizing the role of the unconscious mind and childhood experience in determining behavior and personality; psychodynamic, adj.

psychological resilience: a person’s ability to withstand and overcome adversity

psychosocial: adj. involving or stemming from the interaction between one’s psychological processes and the wider social world

public sex environments: public locations frequented by individuals, mainly men, seeking casual and often anonymous sexual encounters

public sphere: a virtual or metaphorical space in which public opinions, attitudes, ideals, etc., are formed or discussed

pueri: MSWs, often those who solicited in public spaces (Ancient Rome)

pueri delicati: young MSWs, predominantly slaves (Ancient Rome); also catamati

putto: male or female prostitute (medieval Italy)

Q

qualitative: adj. using a research approach that focuses on in-depth information collected from a small or contained sample

quantitative: adj. using a research approach that focuses on employing mathematical and statistical techniques to measure phenomena, often across very large samples; quantitatively, adv.

quasi-hegemonic: adj. reflecting a cultural or ideological ideal within a given subculture that is similar to that of the majority culture

R

Rainbow Project: an organization promoting “physical, mental, and emotional health” among the LGBT population in Belfast, NI

rapid assessment: a method of needs assessment using a small data sample in order to save time or cost

reductionism: n. a school of philosophy based on the belief that complex systems, such as ideas, behaviors and theories, can be understood as collections of smaller and simpler parts

reform detention: in Communist China, forced labor intended to reform and reeducate criminals or other individuals deemed dangerous by the state

regression analysis: (statistics) a mathematical analysis yielding an equation that describes the statistical relationship between two or more variables

relationship trajectory: the way in which an individual’s relationships within a society develop and interact

research discourse: the philosophical lens through which a particular area of study is seen or interpreted

responsive marketing strategy: a flexible plan for advertising a business or service that can be amended as needed to adjust to client response

rights-based: adj. focused on defending civil or human rights

robust standard error: (statistics) a measure of the variability of expected errors within a dataset

ROI: Republic of Ireland

Ruhama: an organization working to end prostitution in the Republic of Ireland

r-squared: (statistics) a statistical measure showing how well a set of graphed data fits on a predicted line or curve; the higher the value of r-squared, the more likely the data are to be predictive

S

saturated market: an economic market in which supply is much greater than demand

scarcity premium: the amount by which the price of a good or service can be raised because a limited resource is in demand

Schlupfwinkel: “hiding place”; public place in which MSWs operate (Germany)

scortum: MSW (Ancient Rome)

scrape: v. to extract data directly from a website without accessing the underlying files or databases

secondary prevention: an attempt, especially through a government or public health program, to manage health issues using early detection and appropriate follow-up

selective interventions: public health or awareness initiatives that target individuals or groups of people who may be at risk or in danger

self-actualization: n. the process by which an individual seeks psychological growth and fulfillment

self-realization: n. the act of fulfilling one’s own potential

semantic differentiation: a process in which two words or concepts similar in meaning develop more distinct differences over time

sero-: (combining form) having to do with a person’s perceived or actual HIV status, as in seropositioning, serosorting, serostatus

serology: n. the study of bodily serums, especially blood serum

SES: socioeconomic status

sexology: n. the study of human sexuality

sexual deviant: n. an individual whose sexual behavior fails to meet or directly contradicts a society’s standards of what is proper or appropriate

Sexual Offences Act (UK; 1967, 2000, 2003): a legislative act decriminalizing homosexual behavior; later amendments equalized the age of consent at 16 and made prostitution-related offenses gender-neutral in the UK

Sexual Offences Order (NI, 2008): the main legislative act governing the regulation of prostitution in Northern Ireland

shebeen: “pub” (Namibia)

snowball sampling method: a cumulative method of recruiting subjects for a research study in which the participants refer other possible subjects to the researchers

social constructionism: n. in sociology, the theory that there is no objectivity and an individual’s reality is created through social systems

social context: the relationships and experiences influencing an individual within a particular culture or setting; also social environment

social vulnerability: the risk of potential discrimination, violence, or other alienation from society faced by an individual or group

socio-: (combining form) involving or related to society or to social interaction; as in sociodemographic, sociolegal, sociopolitical, sociosexual

socioeconomic status (SES): a measure of social position that takes into account education, income, and occupation

soldier prostitution: an 18th-century category of MSW between straight-identified male soldiers and queer-identified male clients; also barracks prostitution

somatic: adj. affecting an individual’s physical body

specialist service provision: to offer services such as health care or economic support to a specific group of people

sphintria: MSW (Ancient Rome)

SSW: Survey to Sex Workers (research survey, Latin America)

STDEV: standard deviation

STI or STD: sexually transmitted infection or disease

stigma: n. an identity or characteristic considered to be shameful

stigmatize: v. to label as shameful a person or group possessing a particular identity or characteristic; stigmatization, n.

stigma resistance: an individual’s ability to overcome the negative effects of a stigmatized identity

Stricher: “hustler”; MSW (Germany); more stigmatized term than Jungs

structural: adj. resulting from economic or political factors that are beyond an individual’s control

structural violence: harm caused by social structures or institutions

structured interview or survey: a method of collecting consistent data by asking exactly the same questions of all participants in a study, either in a personal interview or as a written questionnaire

structures of dependency: societal, political, and/or economic factors that perpetuate a need for support in individuals or nations

subjectivity: n. an internal identity constructed by an individual or a group

suicidal ideation: a preoccupation with or desire to commit suicide

suzhi: “quality” (China, modern)

swag: (slang) n. a stylish and charismatic attitude

syllogism: n. a logical argument inferring a conclusion from two true statements

syndemics: n. a system of linked health problems within a population

T

TB: tuberculosis

tertiary prevention: an attempt, especially through a government or public health program, to manage and promote health among those with existing health issues

tongzhi: collective term for sexually diverse identities (China, modern); equivalent of LGBTI

TORL: Turn Off the Red Light (Ireland)

transactional sex: sex for pay or barter

transgressive sexuality: sexual behavior considered to be outside of socially acceptable norms

transprostitution: sex work involving those who identify as transgendered

transnational “circuit of desire”: a migration pattern followed by individuals engaged in sex tourism or sex work in Southeast Asia

travesti: biological men with female or feminine gender identity (South America)

triad: n. organized Chinese criminal gang

trope: n. a commonly used image or theme

TTT: transsexuals, transvestites, travesti (South America)

Turn Off the Red Light: an organization working to end prostitution and human trafficking in Ireland

two-tailed test: (statistics) a test of a hypothesis calculating the likelihood of a statistically significant relationship on either end of a probability curve; a one-tailed test measures only one end of the curve

typology: n. classification according to similar characteristics; typological, adj.

U

UglyMugs.ie: an organization that campaigns for sex worker safety in Ireland

UKNSWP: UK Network of Sex Work Projects

UN: United Nations

UNAIDS: Joint UN Programme on HIV/AIDS

universal interventions: public health or awareness initiatives that target an entire population or community

V

Vic: Victoria (state, Australia)

W

WA: Western Australia (state)

wakashu, wakashudo: actors who specialized in adolescent male roles and sometimes female impersonation, often understood to be MSW (17th-century Japan)

WHO: World Health Organization

Wolfenden report (UK, 1957): a report to the British government recommending that homosexual behavior should no longer be a criminal offense; decriminalization did not occur until the passage of the Sexual Offences Act in 1967

X

X: in the rating system established in 1968 by the Motion Picture Association of America, a rating restricting admission to patrons aged 18 and over

xiaohai: “child”; MSW who predominantly serves male clients (China, modern); also haizi, zai

xiao laoban: “small boss”; entrepreneur or small businessman (China, modern)

Y

yanda: “hard strike/stern blow”; harsh media campaign (China, modern)

yazi: “duck”; MSW (China, modern)

yuan: Chinese unit of currency

yutao: “peach remainder”; literary euphemism for male homosexuality (China, historical)

Z

zai: “boy”; MSW who predominantly serves male clients (China, modern); also haizi, xiaohai

Zigeuner: “gypsy” or “Roma” (Germany)
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