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 Prologue

 


As part of my current research into the
economic and sexual exploitation of ACMs, I corresponded with an
ACM Filipina, Ann, who was poor by most standards: lack of money;
no saleable assets; no "capital" other than her sexuality and
youth; limited social capital and education; unsure of where she
would sleep at night; and while she had a "job", she was unsure if
that would last and even if she would be paid at all. She
complained about the scarcity and blandness of food (mainly fish
and rice that she ate almost every day), and the need to socially
forage for food each day. But also her father and grandmother were
sick, and soon her grandmother died, putting an extra burden onto
Ann to travel home for the funeral and help pay for it. She asked
to borrow money to do so, commenting that she didn't like to ask,
but had no one else and no other choice. I sent her the money, but
not for the reasons she had espoused, but rather for the chilling
comment she subsequently made and with which I could fully
empathize: "I hate being like this…… I hate being poor."

 


This book is therefore dedicated to the
thousands of "Anns" who hate being poor, who socially forage for
even the basic necessities of living, and who struggle each day to
climb out of a quagmire of poverty, discrimination and
exploitation.
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 Chapter
One

INTRODUCING ACMs

ADULT/ASIAN CAM MODELS

 



Introduction

 


 


 


AsianPlaymates* has the hottest webcam girls
delivering live video to your computer wherever you are
located.

Chat with the entertainers for free, enjoy a drink
with them and take them private for some discreet fun.

Video streaming means the action is just like
watching TV on your PC.
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This work is an initial
exploration into the ACM (Adult/Asian Cam Model) industry in the
Philippines, specifically identifying the economic piecework
relations of a new global industry. It considers the
commoditization of sexuality and unskilled labour within and by
reference to cyber-technology. It expands the empirical base of
studies of sexuality in Asia, and injects new data into debates
about cultural and economic globalization; and it utilizes and
informs theories of sexuality/gender and economic relations. The
work pioneers research in several interlinked areas: economics,
labour relations, sexuality, globalization, digital technology, and
Asia.

Here I attempt to document several issues:
the labour relations of ACMs; the impact that digital technology
has had in providing employment for unskilled, (primarily) young
female workers, while simultaneously exploring how economic,
cultural and digital globalization has adversely impacted on
employment and labour relations: that is, of how digital
technology, in providing new employment opportunities, has also
enabled high exploitation through piecework, and thus has further
entrenched the "digital divide".

As an exploratory study, it raises more
questions than it answers, as evident in the final chapter about
what we do not know about this new industry. Nevertheless, the
study does direct us to a contemporary form of economic
exploitation of vulnerable populations using an old form of labour
relations (piecework) that was prevalent in the 18-19th centuries.
While there are parallels with the past, the new ACM "cottage
industry" of the 21st century uses digital technology to connect
the local and the global economies (glocalization), effecting
changes in sexual cultures and the meaning of commoditization, and,
theoretically, questions and expands (neo)-marxist analyses of
labour relations. The book highlights the commoditization of labour
and emotional labour in this industry and the clear objectification
of gender and sexuality. The irony of this arrangement is that
cutting edge technology of the 21st century, so essential for and
indeed a product of modern capitalism, creates and facilitates a
system of work and exploitation that is pre-industrial.

In the following pages of this Chapter, I
outline the several issues to be covered in the book, explain the
methodology used, and provide a list of ACM language.

 


In Chapter 2 I describe how the
AsianPlaymates site works in terms of technical access, and
the conditions under which the ACMs work. I also discuss some
aspects of the client-viewer, and make note of other similar sites,
of which AsianPlaymates is a good example.

The last section of Chapter 2, Paying for
Prvt [private] details in more depth what the ACMs do, and how,
to receive an income. This is developed further in Chapter 3.

 


In Chapter 3, Working Gurls, I
focus on the economic aspects of ACM-ing, describing and explaining
in greater detail their various work situations, settings, and
their incomes; and I introduce a few ACMs whom I came to know and
who exemplify certain features and the choreography of ACM-ing.
These features link to the economic viability of ACM-ing.

I also raise the issue of why it is that
Filipinas are ACMs when this site and others present as more
broadly Asian; again it is a factor that has economic (and
language and cultural) underpinnings—explained in the final
chapter.

In the next section of Chapter 3, It's a
Job, I allow the ACMs to assert their reasons for being ACMs,
arguing that it is for them a job, and not fun or prostitution. I
draw a direct parallel between ACM-ing and an outmoded form of
similar employment, taxi-dancing; the parallels are striking in
terms of piece-rates of pay, social stigma, choreography, and
aims.

The last brief section of Chapter 3 addresses
bakla/transgenders (TGs) as ACMs. There are many
similarities between female and TG ACMs. While TGs have their own
site, they also appear on other, "mixed" sites. However, two
significant differences occur between female and TG ACMs: Firstly,
there are not as many TGs as there are female ACMs. Secondly, the
traditional bakla has appeared to have taken up a new social
and sexual role and to have renamed themselves as transgenders
under the influence of cultural/sexual globalization and
urbanization; this is an avenue of research that I briefly explore,
and suggest the need for further study in not only the Philippines
but also Thailand and elsewhere in Asia.

 


Chapter 4, Case Studies: Having
mentioned throughout the previous chapters several of the ACMs whom
I came to know to varying degrees of familiarity, I present in
Chapter 4, by way of background, more rounded biographies of
several ACMs who exemplify different aspects of the ACM industry
and of being an ACM. Here I weave into and expand some of the
preceding material—such as their studios and work conditions,
choreography, earnings, and how they came to be ACMs, etc—and in
later chapters will refer back to these biographies.

 


Chapter 5 (Media, Moralists, Porn,
Prostitutes and Strippers) presents verbatim two comments on
ACM-ing. The first is a blog in which various contributors make
highly misinformed, racist and misogynist comments, which reflect
and exemplify in their worst form several issues I discuss in
various parts of the book. The second item is a mainstream media
report that takes the moral high ground and grossly misrepresents
the facts. Both are reminiscent of the classical moralistic
discourses about OFWs, mail-order brides, sex tourism and bar
prostitutes, etc. These two items are selected because they tend to
epitomize primarily two opposing views; to include other such items
would only belabour the illustrations.

Interspersed amongst these reports I address
the discourses, features and issues that are misrepresented. Both
reports serve the purpose of highlighting the classical sexist,
racist and misguided public views, against which I draw attention
to the real issues, particularly the economic ones. I draw on this
material again from time to time in later chapters.

Since these reports raise the issue of
ACM-ing as prostitution (or not), pornographic (or not), and if
ACMs can be likened to strippers, I develop these issues under
appropriate subheadings.

I argue that, in relation to pornography,
prostitution, cybersex and trafficking, the nature of the ICT
medium problematizes these notions; that is, modern ICTs may have
altered the meaning of sexuality or sexual behaviour.

Also in regard to ACMs as possibly
prostitutes, I explore the emotional labour they engage in, thus
questioning or expanding neo-marxist theories of labour, and laying
the groundwork for further development in Chapter 7.

In terms of stripping, I explore the
similarities and dissimilarities between ACMs and nightclub
strippers. While I provide no definitive answer to these issues,
addressing them in this manner opens up a whole range of feminist
and sexual issues that have been impacted by both globalization and
ICTs. They are also issues that are blindly overlooked by the media
and public views of ACMs.

It is necessary to deal with these concepts
and issues at this point in order to use and develop them when
referring in Chapter 7 to the commodification of labour and
emotions in its starkest form under a piece-rate system.

 


Before moving on to that argument, however,
Chapter 6 (The Customers) provides some information
about the customers of ACMs. Essentially there is little
information about (primarily) men who visit ACM sites, prostitutes
or strip clubs: it is a whole topic area that is in desperate need
of research. The little contemporary information that is available
largely dismisses the purely misogynist view of customers, noting
that sexual activity, particularly on the web, has become more
integrated into lifestyles as a form of leisure and facilitates
certain aspects of both masculinity and femininity.

 


Chapter 7, Labour Relations:
The preceding six chapters describe how ACM-ing operates and how
ACMs work; and I provide some case studies of ACMs to illustrate
issues, as well as some avenues for further research amongst
cyber-customers; in addition, I present and refute media/public
views. Chapter 7 is now in a position to explore, and indeed
expose, the economic basis and exploitation of the ACM industry.
Thus the focus is on the economics vis-à-vis the sexual as per
media/public perspectives, although sex and economics are closely
tied in terms of the commodification of labour and women's bodies
par excellence, and commodity fetishism.

It is here that I more fully document, detail
and theorize the piece-rate system under which ACMs work; it is a
labour-remuneration system that is pre-industrial, almost
Dickensian, but one that is brought about, ironically, by 21st
century technology. It is a system that not only commodifies
labour, but, in extending Marxist theory, commodifies the
sexualized body of ACMs and their emotions (emotional labour). Thus
sexuality and economics are linked.

Further, I explore the cultural and social
bases of Philippine society and economics that permit such
exploitation to occur. Contrary to media and popular views, it is
not (only) men who are culpable, nor the ACMs in being
"promiscuous", nor even the ACMs' bosses; rather, collective and
self-understandings inform social interaction, and which become
institutionalized as "social facts" (that is, as regulated meanings
about the world), and which have a defining impact on workplace
dynamics, including contractual forms. That is, the cultural and
global context of labour is significant. Cultures and societies, in
assigning variable values to different kinds of labour, to
unskilled/skilled labour, to age groups, and to women vis-à-vis
men, and by sexualizing the female body—and, perhaps, the
Filipina body, internationally—allow for the possibility of
both sexual exploitation and this form of economic
exploitation.

Thus having laid bare the facts of ACM-ing,
the last section of Chapter 7 explores who benefits from the
industry, and how. While it is clear that the Company sites benefit
monetarily, as do some of the ACMs' bosses, it remains problematic
if and how ACMs benefit from the work that they do—contrary to
exaggerated media/public views and comments.

 


Chapter 8 (The Epitome of
Glocalization) is the final chapter. Having described the
conditions of the ACM industry, it remains to explore how it has
arisen, and indeed, been appropriated, in the Philippines. Of
interest is the nexus between global and local forces
(glocalization), which seem to have found fertile soil in two
particular locations, Angeles City and Taguig—and there appears to
be technical and historical reasons common among them for this.
This appropriation connects with the innovative quality for which
Filipinos are known, the erotic presentation of Filipinas
internationally, and their English-speaking ability, among other
factors.

Finally, in having described and, as far as
possible, theorized the ACM industry by using one particular site,
the final section presents a range of areas and issues that require
further research. This book, therefore, can only open such
possibilities, as is its intention.

 


Methodology

Research is not about toeing the line,

but about knowing where the line is and daring to
cross it.

 


My study is based on one "chat-room" (ACM)
site, AsianPlaymates, which is part of a more comprehensive
set of similar sites run by the same company. I also visited
several similar sites run by other companies. In studying this
particular AsianPlaymates site, I adopted the methods of
observation, participant-observation and ad hoc—and
therefore often fragmented—interviews over a period of more than 12
months. This engagement occurred at random times of the day, night
and week, as I accessed the site for various periods of time from 6
am to midnight (Filipino time).

Given the special importance of anonymity in
a site devoted to sexual exchanges that, in some although not all
instances, are likely to be private, I have taken care to disguise
the identity of the participants, their screen names and profile
details.

The initial phase of the study involved
becoming familiar with the site as a guest; subsequently I
registered with my own logon name and was initially coy and polite,
mostly observing and reading dialogues on the site, a position
often taken by any user of sites who is new and not yet actively
engaged in sexual activity or general chat. I spent several weeks
familiarizing myself with the site before I began to engage more
with the ACMs and their customers, and subsequently ask questions
of the ACMs and engage in public dialogues. This stage was
necessary to enable me to understand how the site functioned, to
see the range of activities and interactions taking place there,
and experience what it was like to be a participant in the site. It
allowed me to study the site's organization—its format, publicly
accessible profiles, monitoring systems, forms of public exchange
and so on.

What was also important in this initial stage
was gaining an understanding of how ACMs and their customers
presented themselves on the site. The chat system provided no
textual profile for any user, but did provide profile pictures of
the ACMs; these could be many or only one or two photos, and in
some cases they were quite misleading in terms of appearance. A
range of (sexual) performative styles were used by participants in
presenting themselves, as indicated by their screen/login names,
and, amongst the customers, the language they used toward the ACMs
and each other.

As will be illustrated at a later point, the
(male) customers presented themselves in a wide variety of ways:
tender, tough, dominant, submissive, playful, provocative, abusive,
demanding, overly sexual, or moralistic. The young women ACMs also
varied enormously, but were usually polite although brief in their
conversations, and almost always asked that I pay them for a
private show (prvt).

The second phase of the study—participant
observation—allowed me to engage with users and extend my knowledge
of the site and its use. Walstrom (2004a; 2004b) uses the term
"participant-experiencer" instead of "participant-observer" to
characterize the nature of the researcher's role in such a setting.
This "entails the role of active contributor to the participants
being studied. The use of the term "experiencer" rather than
"observer" is helpful because online there may be no or limited
opportunity to directly observe some of the other participants; the
researcher can, however, experience what it is like to participate
in the interactions by reading and posting messages accordingly
(Garcia, Standlee, Bechkoff & Cui, 2009: 58).

In this phase I responded to users, raised
issues and questions, and, occasionally, when there were only
myself and one or two other customers on-line, I tried to engage in
one-to-one discussions. This stage of the research allowed me to
experience communicating within the environment. I found that many
of the ACMs and customers with whom I tried to communicate about
the site or themselves were reluctant to do so.

To customers I never revealed my identity as
a researcher, as it was evident that one of the underlying facets
of the site was its anonymity. Rather, when it was possible I
slipped in to the general chat some innocuous questions such as
where they lived (although this was often offered by customers when
the ACM asked), how long they had visited the site, etc. To some of
the ACMs with whom I became familiar I did reveal my identity as a
researcher or academic, and raised the possibility of my doing
research on their activities. Some agreed to meet in person at a
later stage for an interview, but generally most were disinterested
or did not fully comprehend my purpose; a few others became clearly
annoyed simply at my asking so many questions, for whatever
purpose.

Thus the information I obtained, and indeed
little of it from customers themselves, was gleaned in a very
fragmented fashion. However, when I did return to any particular
girl's room, I was able to slip in some information about her, her
family or her life that she had previously provided; by this means
I was able to verify the authenticity of the information she had
provided; this was particularly important about their work
conditions and income.

What I learned in this phase was very useful
in enhancing my general understanding of the site, its use, and of
ACMs, and provides the basis for the major part of what
follows.

The lack of guidance on this kind of work, my
own lack of experience with (sex) chat sites and the obvious
trickiness of conducting research in sexually charged environments
made this project difficult to navigate, not least of which were
moral and ethical concerns. In particular, this piece of research
involved being on a sex site for the ostensible purpose of engaging
in sex, and involved talking to participants in an atmosphere where
talk is often explicitly sexual, and indeed functions as
sex. In conjunction with this was the problem of language, and thus
the study opened up all kinds of potential for
mis-communication—which occurred several times.

Another particular difficulty was how to
approach site users. Both ACMs and customers were clearly at work
or play, respectively, and thus engaging them without causing
offence or irritation, or detracting from the ACMs' opportunity to
earn an income, was at times difficult. Equally so was how to steer
a respectful and ethical way through exchanges which might be read
as (potential) sexual encounters by participants.

Maintaining a strong sense of detachment and
researcher identity during the very lengthy periods I spent on the
site and during sometimes rather intimate exchanges was also
difficult, particularly as I became more familiar with some ACMs.
As I illustrate in the case studies and elsewhere throughout the
book, I engaged in, and felt that I must engage in, a level of
empathy as a human, and contrary to the persona of pure
researcher—if there can be such a thing. Not only did I provide
tangible assistance to one particular girl, for example, but on
several occasions found myself presented with visibly distraught
ACMs—indeed, on one occasion three upset girls in one
night—who merely wanted consoling and counseling, a friend to talk
to, and perhaps some recognition of them as people rather than sex
objects. On this basis I became friends to, and advised or consoled
as appropriate, at least six young girls.

The third phase of the study I perceive as no
less problematic: of finally meeting face to face some of the ACMs
with whom I had arranged interviews, accessing their studios,
assuring them and their bosses of my benign intentions and of my
moral neutrality, and that no legal problems would ensue.

Despite the numerous difficulties encountered
to date, I collected some valuable and detailed information,
insofar it at least provides a starting point for more substantial
research. In this regard, I might be accused simply of voyeurism,
and that "real" research requires face-to-face interviews and
real-time observation.

I make no apologies for what may appear to be
a voyeuristic approach; the very nature of the ACM business in fact
requires some degree of engagement with voyeurism, or the
appearance of voyeurism. But the same could also be said of
research into prostitution, strippers or pornography (cf. Frank,
2007), or secret/sexual rituals. However, this apparent voyeurism
has been tempered to some extent by sustained contact with
particular ACMs over 12 months; and, by using the very medium by
which they operate, I have achieved some kind of "interview" with
several of them, which the detailed case studies illustrate.
Although these were often achieved on a piece-bit basis,
essentially this is no different from ethnographies based on
fieldwork in which "conversations" occur over time and knowledge is
incrementally accumulated. Indeed, given changing circumstances and
technology, one could argue that internet-interviewing such as I
have undertaken is as valid (cf. Attwood, 2009). Indeed, "virtual
reality" is not a reality separate from other aspects of human
action and experience, but rather a part of it (Garcia et
al, 2009: 54).

While such primarily textual interactions
pose some unorthodox problems, one needs to learn to "speak and
listen" (ie. write and read) in this cyber world just as one would
in a particular physical locale. After a while one starts to
discern what kind of conversation one is having, which clues to
pick up on, and when informants are reluctant to speak about a
certain subject, etc (ibid: 58).

Of course, technologically mediated
environments may profoundly change the nature of the information
obtained through participant-observation/experience research. Most
computer-mediated communication (CMC) research has a textual bias,
focusing on the written word rather than on the full range of
modalities available, although visual, aural and kinetic aspects of
CMC may be integrated into online environments (ibid: 61), as is
the case with ACM-ing.

In offline participant-observation,
ethnographers routinely experience and analyze participants' verbal
messages in conjunction with their facial expressions, tone of
voice and body language, along with the impression given by
participants' appearance, clothing, and setting. Online
ethnographers, too, also need to integrate visual aspects of their
interactions into their observations and analysis and treat visual
data (eg. the use of backdrops, colours, teddy bears and dolls,
clothing or, in the case of ACMs, lack of clothing) as important
aspects of the online location, interaction, and the participant's
self identity. This may require developing a new set of skills and
data collection methods (ibid: 62).

While I have not engaged in this book in
extensive analysis of written and visual texts presented by ACMs or
their customers, I have nevertheless tried to describe some of the
interactions and to illustrate points with appropriate visual
images. This in itself poses a problem, however, for the researcher
is often trying to communicate with an audience that is not well
versed in CMC or the topic area. Because of the multimodal nature
of online communication, ethnographers therefore often find
themselves trying to describe visual, aural and kinetic data in
verbal form (ibid: 65).

Clearly, however, the methodology I have
employed—variously dubbed nethography, nethnography, netnography or
netography—does have certain limitations, at least in this
instance. But within a preliminary study of the
issues, such a deficiency in methodology does not constitute
an apology, but rather a call for further research and the
refinement of appropriate methods.

Finally, in terms of theories, it will be
noted that, given the clear economic exploitation of ACMs, Marxism
and Marxist-feminism have been employed. But, apart from these, I
draw on such areas as globalization, prostitution, stripping,
pornography, exhibitionism, and even taxi-dancing, because, for the
moment, apart from there being similarities in some respects
between these and ACMs, there is nothing else to draw upon, there
is as yet no coherent understanding of ACMs and ACM-ing.

 


A Note about ACM Language:

The internet, as we would all be aware, has
its own language, and ACM-ing is no exception. Both ACMs and
customers made use of various techniques to convey physicality,
opinion and emotion, amongst which were: colloquial vernacular (as
an indication of locality), the selection of specific words which
expressed subtly, the use of uppercase letters to denote anger, and
the more explicit use of emoticons. These are methods for
constructing individual idiosyncrasies, constructing and
communicating versions of the "self", and they are read and
interpreted by others just as style and dress might be read offline
(Garcia et al, 2009: 61).

Thus, what participants write conveys
important information about their identity, presentation of self,
and how they define and perceive their world. However, it is not
enough to simply "translate" emoticons or other modes of
articulation, or to be fluent in their use; these and other aspects
of participants' text-based interactions pose interpretive puzzles
for the ethnographer in terms of their relationship to
participants' presentation of self.

Following are most, although not exhaustive,
terms commonly used on the site I examined.

 


(: = sad

:) = happy/smiling

AC = Angeles City

ACM = Adult/Asian Cam Model

b4 = before

bakla = (male) transgender

bb = baby

bf/gf = boyfriend/girlfriend

bola/bola-bola/bolaX2 = (you) are teasing/making fun
of me (Tagalog)

brb = be right back

butterfly = to go from one client to another or
several

cam = (internet live video) camera

CC = credit card

DC = disconnected
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