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I had not even the chance of being considered as a fellow creature.

—Mary Wollstonecraft, “Maria, or the Wrongs of Women”

I am a woman who knows the difference between the sweet,
heavenly passion shared with another person, and the simple,
uncomplicated get-laid genital exchange.

—Aline, “Good Girls Go to Heaven, Bad Girls Go Everywhere”

I am gettin’ up

 And gettin’ on

Comin’ home!

 and don’t

 want no static

    ’bout where

  I been. I’m

comin’ HOME an’

like the bible say

 “let he who is

  without sin

  cast the first

  stone”

—Sapphire, “New York City Tonight”


1


“Where Everything Falls Down” 

It is a cold winter’s day, and my fellow conference-goers and I are bundled in the din of a buzzing cafeteria. Alice, a retired sex worker, a fork poised diagonally in her hand, locks her gaze on mine. I had just asked the group—postgraduates and early career researchers—what had led them to study sex work, the subject of our conference. Because, Alice responded, sex work is where everything falls down. 

In those few words, something clicked into place for me: Sex work is slippery, a site where our ostensibly secure preconceptions about bodies, desires, rights, and power are complicated, becoming ill-fitted and unwieldy. It was, for me, a crystallizing moment.

This framing of sex work as a site of slipperiness is, however, not shared universally. When I first began to study sex work I lived in Belfast, Northern Ireland, and was introduced to the subject by a local activist who defined sex work as a site of violence and exploitation. Their certainty framed my initial inquiries as a young researcher, but as I spoke with sex workers, social workers, and law enforcement, a different narrative emerged. I returned to this mentor with questions, and each time—with increasing frustration at my queries—they explained away the possibility of alternative explanations and accounts of sex work.

But the more I read, the more questions I asked; the more experiences I cognized, the less certain I became that sex work is an area of social life that can be affixed under the frame she offered. I became increasingly moved by something that “exceeded” her analysis; that did not conform to the “established understanding of things”; that “troubled” my sense of the “reality” she presented to me (cf. Butler 2009, 9).

What I did not realize at that time—for I had not yet articulated clearly the concepts that would later become indispensable to my own analysis of sex work—was the reliance of my mentor’s framing of sex work on what Judith Butler calls the “logic of iterability” (Butler 1993, 105). This holds that the viability of any ideological frame is derived from its consistent, repetitive enactment over time. Its stability compels zealous reaffirmation. But such a structure is precarious, for “in the demand that the identification be reiterated persists the possibility, the threat, that it will fail to repeat” (Butler 1993, 102). Hence, framings are “never fully made and finally made . . . they are that which is constantly marshaled, consolidated, retrenched, contested, and, on occasion, compelled to give away” (105). I found in my intellectual forays that my efforts to affix a frame around sex work only further amplified its refusal to be contained.

This slipperiness suggests that we can apprehend “sex work,” but not precisely, and not sturdily. For in telling a story of sex work one ends up illuminating “something [that] remains outside the narrative, a resistant moment that signals a persisting inconceivability” (Butler 2004, 64). Thus “the image” of the sex worker as violent and exploited—so fervently defended by my mentor—and “which is supposed to deliver reality, in fact withdraws reality from perception” (Butler 2009, 75). For Butler, this is to be expected; the frame works by governing “the perceptible . . . [by] bringing an image into focus on the condition that some portion of the visual field is ruled out” (74). In framing the sex worker as victim, I was led to see that “the frame never quite contained the scene it was meant to limn . . . something was already outside, which made the very sense of the inside possible, recognizable” (9). “Frames” are never able to exert themselves entirely, for they “never quite [determine] precisely what it is we see, think, recognize, and apprehend” (9). I intuited—at least thinly—this dynamic, but it was not until Alice’s remark that I began to understand what could be gained by insisting on the unframeability of sex work.

When I began studying sex work, I believed largely that it was replete with violence, distress, and emptiness. In retrospect, I think I sensed some degree of resilience in the figure of the sex worker, but my initial preconceptions were derived from the widely shared sensibility that sex workers live a life that is not to be desired. Since the ostensive “sex wars” of the 1980s, feminists have been significant players in pedaling this narrative. In waging a radical insurrection against patriarchy, they fomented a challenge to what they saw as its starkest manifestation: the literal sale of women’s bodies to the sadistic appetites of men. The preponderance of violence that purportedly afflicts the sector, the overwhelming presence of ciswomen, and the popularity of hyper-feminine affect all reinforced this narrative. At first glance, sex work seems to be a cut-and-dry case of patriarchal oppression. 

The pernicious effects of capitalism also seem definitive of the sector. Sex work commodifies an area of human life ostensibly untouched by capitalism: intimacy. Capitalism forces us to regard and divide our being-in-the-world into entities whose value flows from their exchangeability on the market rather than other considerations, such as our moral status as human beings capable of love, justice, and openness. Capitalism, particularly in its most acute consumerist formation, makes us competitors with one another, in a race to sell whatever we can, a race to the bottom that seems to be encapsulated in the exchange of desire and intimacy for money or other benefits. The translation of sexual desire into a form of currency seems to depict the apotheosis of atomization within late capitalism. 

These were the spoken and tacit frames through which I first began thinking about sex work. I believe they are also the frames through which my early mentor thought about sex work. However, Alice’s remark illuminated their provisionality, leading me to think that clinging to them is to close oneself off to the complex and fluid reality of sex work, and to risk participating in the repression of sex workers’ agentic potentiality. 

Accepting the unwieldiness of sex work required coming to terms with the nature of sex itself. Sex brings us to the edge of our existence, to what Levinas calls the face of the Other (Butler 2006). Through our bodies we are constantly open to others, in ways we desire and ways we fear. As much as sex can be an experience of harmonious love and joy with others, it can also be a site of terror and violence. The body is a site of titillating access and of pain and anguish. Sex reminds us that we are social beings. At least in the West, shared sensibilities around sex tend to celebrate the openness it entails, but in doing so also reifies a version of openness defined by harmony and likeness: I love you and have sex with you because we are knowable to one another. This is an approach to sex that excises our fundamental openness to difference, which sex work foregrounds. 

Sex work reframes our conceptions of sex, reminding us of our complex openness to others. In selling sexual services, sex workers engage in bodily openness to others, but also demonstrate strategies for delimiting the psychic expanse of desire—not with marriage or chivalrous pledges of love, but with crisp cash. As Ann McClintock (1995) argues, sex workers constitute boundary markers, points at which the aperture of corporeal vulnerability opens and closes. The “fee” erects a withholding, allowing (ideally) the sex worker to give of herself to others only what has been negotiated. Many sex workers don’t perform certain sex acts, and don




































































OEBPS/images/Infinity.png





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml



		Cover


		Half-Title


		Series


		Title


		Copyright


		Contents


		List of Abbreviations


		Acknowledgments


		1 “Where Everything Falls Down” 

		Definitions


		Common Ground


		Abolitionist Feminism


		Sex Radicalism


		Sex Laborism


		A Note on Methodology


		Chapter Synopses


		Conclusion







		2 Livability

		Sex Puritanism


		Identarian Recognition


		Against Normalization


		Livelihood


		Agency


		Conclusion







		3 The Sex-Work Framescape

		Trends of Respectability


		Exclusionary Framing


		Inclusionary Framing


		Critical Liberation


		Conclusion: Refusing Abjection







		4 Positioning Projects

		Funding


		Performance Monitoring


		Partnerships


		Conclusion: Wriggle Room







		5 Frames of Empowerment

		Practical Empowerment


		Lifestyle Empowerment


		Conclusion: Empowerment?







		6 Framing Sex Work

		The Deviant


		The Negotiator


		Flexing Frames


		Conclusion: Re/Framing Sex Work







		7 Reframing the Possible

		Sex-Work Hegemony


		Current Wriggling


		Possible Wriggling


		Toward Livability







		Notes


		Bibliography


		Index


		About the Author








OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
GLOBAL POLITICAL ECONOMIES
OF GENDER AND SEXUALITY

livahle
Intersections

RE/FRAMING SEX WORK

AN HEESS EF RO NSRS ENEE

SARA M. KALLOCK





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
ROWMAN &
LITTLEFIELD





