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ABSTRACT. 

This thesis examines theoretical and popular ways of knowing the prostitute and the 

client. Its purpose is to intervene in contemporary ways of knowing and articulate a 

more consistent feminist stance on prostitution. Currently, the prostitute is known 

predominantly through the discourse of psychology whilst the client is known 

through the discourse of sexology. She is deviant and he is normal. She is a victim 

and he is an agent. The issue of inconsistency in the feminist stance on prostitution 

is related to the recognition that these dualisms figure in the way in which all 

knowledge of the client and the prostitute is organised. 

Within feminist theory the prostitute is known through the dualism of victim and 

agent whilst the client is known through the sexlgender distinction. The former 

perpetuates certain ways of knowing the prostitute that cannot embrace the 

complexity and ambivalence of prostitution for women. If she is a victim she is 

only passive and exploited. If she is an agent she is both active and free. Utilising 

the latter allows the client to escape scrutiny. This thesis will argue that this is for 

two reasons. Firstly, because feminists have tended to support the idea of the 

prostitute as agent within the victimlagent dichotomy. Within such a way of 

knowing, any critique of the client became a critique of the livelihood of the 

prostitute, and is best avoided. Secondly, because feminists tend to work within the 

sexlgender distinction and its associated dualisms of mind and body, nature and 

culture. As such, they tend to perpetuate, rather than challenge, the sexological 

relationship between the sexual and the social. In both analyses, the sexual urge is 

ultimately natural, albeit modified by society. Analyses that argue for the social 

constitution of sexuality (rather than simply its social construction) still perpetuate 

the sexfgender distinction by claiming the validity of the mindfbody dualism for their 

analyses. 

This thesis will argue that these dualisms structure an impossible choice for feminists 

and help to position them within the divisive prostitution debate. In a political 

climate that perpetuates only two ways of knowing prostitution, to critique 

prostitution is to be anti-sex, moralising, prudish and conservative. In contrast, to 



support prostitution is hailed as pro-sex, pro-women and pro-choice. Within this 

dichotomising of the political issue, feminists gain either conservative or libertarian 

allies. Within such a political climate, a consistent feminist position is lost. 

In order to counter this political and theoretical inconsistency, this thesis argues for 

a connection between the dualisms through the organisation of modern liberal 

democracies. To know the prostitute through the victimlagent dichotomy and the 

client through the sexlgender distinction (and associated dualisms of mind and body, 

nature and culture) is also to call upon the publiclprivate split as their organising 

feature. The publiclprivate split gives meaning to the dualisms of victim and agent, 

sex and gender, mind and body, through its role in the perpetuation of associations 

between victim, body, sex, private and women, and between agent, gender, mind, 

public and men. This thesis will argue that these dualisms are not useful for 

explaining the ambivalent and contradictory status of prostitution as both work and 

sex, public and private, rational and irrational, embodied and disembodied, sexual 

and social. 

However, not only does prostitution challenge the explanatory value of these 

dualisms, but the experience of prostitution for the prostitute and the client both 

subverts and inverts these dualisms. The usual configuration of the dualisms 

publiclprivate, worker/consumer, male/female, mind/body, rationalitylirrationality, 

are public, worker, male, mind, rationality, in contrast to private, consumer, female, 

body, irrationality. The prostitute is positioned in and through modern liberal 

democracies as embodied, but claims the status of worker through her experience of 

disembodiment. The client is positioned in and through modern liberal democracies 

as disembodied, and continues this proprietorial relationship with his body during the 

prostitution contract. She becomes the embodied worker and he becomes the 

disembodied sex partner. This further demonstrates the inability of a dualistic 

conception of prostitution to take into account the ambivalent and contradictory 

status of the prostitute and the client. Whilst this thesis will suggest that such an 

ambivalent status is to be found in all relations between men and women in modern 

liberal democracies, it will also propose the political implications of this theoretical 

reconfiguration for the feminist position on prostitution. 
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INTRODUCTION. 

Contemporary feminists find the issue of prostitution a difficult one. Faced in the 

political realm with an uncompromising 'prostitution debate7, they continue to 

utilise, after more than twenty years of deliberation on the subject, a framework that 

requires impossible choices and difficult compromises. This thesis will argue that 

the problems faced by feminists in the political realm exist because of inadequate 

conceptualisations of the sexed practices of buying and selling sex. Employing the 

dualisms of victim and agent, sex and gender, body and mind as their explanatory 

framework, feminists fail to recognise that the utilisation of these dualisms 

perpetuates the existence of current ways of knowing prostitution. Employing these 

dualisms means, for example, that feminists are more likely to perpetuate, rather 

than challenge, sexological ways of knowing the client and psychological ways of 

knowing the prostitute. However, whilst this thesis will demonstrate the specific 

problems these dualisms contain for feminists, it will also argue that these dualisms 

are supportive of each other, and thus constitutive of, as well as constituted through, 

the very organisation of modern liberal democracies.' Pivotal to this organisation is 

the publiclprivate split, which is not only called upon to justify the existence of 

prostitution, but is integral to its construction in contemporary society. That 

prostitution may represent a re-ordering of these dualisms through a perceived ability 

to challenge the current organisation of modern liberal democracies is a central 

theme in feminist literature, and one that will be explored throughout this thesis. 

Thus the question: 'does prostitution offer a direct challenge to the organisation of 

modern liberal democracies, or is it its most honest relationship?' will be addressed 

through a detailed investigation of current ways of knowing the prostitute and the 

client. Its resolution is the central concern of this thesis. 

The term 'modern liberal democracies' will be used in the same way that 
Gatens (1988:61) uses the 'body politic': "a product of reason, designed to govern, 
manage and administer the needs and desires of its subjects". It is not equivalent to 
either the Marxist notion of the state or the Foucauldian notion of government, 
though it has more in common with the latter than the former. 



1. The Specifics of the Dilemma. 

For feminists, prostitution seems to carry with it some of the most difficult and yet 

central issues of feminism. 'Is support for prostituteslwomen more important than 

critique of prostitution/patriarchy/sexism?' 'Are prostitutes/women victims or 

agents?' 'Do feminists who are not "on the game"/not oppressed in the same 

manner, have the right to speak for prostituteslworking class women/black women?' 

Whilst these questions were asked incessantly by feminists on all issues in the early 

1970s when the 'women's liberation movement' was in its infancy, they continue to 

have salience in prostitution. 

The reasons for this particular salience are two-fold. Prostitutes are considered by 

feminists to be at the 'front-line' of patriarchal oppression. They are understood to 

exemplify (rather than protect) the position of all women in patriarchal and capitalist 

societies. This is because feminists have always been aware that inequality and 

sexism (rather than promiscuity or a high libido) are at the centre of any woman's 

choice to be a prostitute. It is also recognised that prostitutes tend to carry the dual 

burden of a criminal record and loss of 'respectability' that is not associated with 

being a client. Acknowledgment of such a double standard of sexual promiscuity 

has been central to feminist criticism of the institution. The consequence has been 

however, that feminists position support (through practical intervention into both the 

laws surrounding prostitution and prostitute stereotypes) as the most appropriate 

form of intervention into prostitution (Millett 197 1, 1973; Withers 1975; McCleod 

1982; Jackson and Otto 1984; Rubin 1984; Perkins and Bennett 1986; Alexander 

1987; Overs 1989; Pheterson 1989; Perkins 199 1). 

The result has been feminist support for the decriminalisation of prostitution in the 

political realm, while the prostitute's voice describing her own experience has 

displaced theoretical critique. This has been supported and influenced by the legal 

trend toward the privatisation of sexual matters between consenting adults, and the 

increasing popularity of the libertarian notion that 'more sex is good sex'. In such a 

climate any critique of prostitution is interpreted as antiquated, old-fashioned and 

sexually repressive. 



The political cost has been the acquisition of some dubious allies, most specifically 

clients, brothel owners and police.' Theoretically, feminists have been 'warned off' 

a critique of prostitution. This has had a variety of ramifications. Firstly, it has 

meant that feminist analyses of contemporary prostitution come a poor second (in 

quantity) to feminist histories of the institution. Secondly, because feminist re- 

readings of history tend to be motivated by the dominant and modern, libertarian 

view of sex, nineteenth century feminists fare badly. Specifically, it is argued that 

nineteenth century feminists positioned prostitutes as the victims of male vice, and 

that this imposed a middle class morality on these working class women, offering 

them a limited and limiting view of sexual relations. It is insinuated that any 

contemporary feminist critique also takes up this position. 

This thesis attempts to place the feminist critique of prostitution as central to the 

feminist stance without positioning the prostitute as a victim of male vice, male 

sexuality, male dominance or male control. This requires a political redefinition of 

the terms of the prostitution debate to demonstrate that, on many issues, the 

libertarianlpro-prostitution and conservativelanti-prostitution platforms - platforms 

with which feminists currently align themselves or with which they are currently 

aligned - share assumptions about the institution that are not part of either feminist 

platform. For example, the conservative and liberal platforms share assumptions 

about the demand for prostitution, about the role of the state and the publiclprivate 

dichotomy and about the ahistorical nature of the institution. On these issues in 

particular, feminists should, and do in some cases (but this gets lost in the political 

realm) articulate differences from their current allies. 

However, such a redefinition will only be successful if feminists can demonstrate a 

theoretical sophistication about the buying and selling of sex that is aligned with 

current developments in the theorising of the relationship between the sexual and the 

Such support is most prominent within the pornography debate, where 
feminists, supporting the continued production of pornography, have gained the 
support of clients and pornographers, and their praise as liberated and pro-sex. 
Nevertheless, such support and praise (or opposition and denigration for those 
feminists who do not support the industry) is also evident in the context of 
prostitution, as will be discussed in Chapters Two and Four. For a further 
demonstration see Gerull and Halstead (eds) (1992) Sex Industry and Public Policy. 



social. Currently, feminist theorising on the sexual practices of men demonstrates 

an unacknowledged continuity with sexological assertions. This can be traced to the 

enduring use of the sexlgender distinction in feminist theorising on the relationship 

between masculinity and male sexuality. Asserting a new way of thinlung about this 

relationship requires not only recognising the strains of biological determinism in 

current feminist 'ways of knowing', but also advocating a way out of the dilemma. 

In this case, the 'way out' requires reconceptualising the acquisition of a sense of 

self without a concept of the 'natural' driving the social, but with a claim to the 

bodily parameters of ~elfhood.~ 

This thesis will address the aforementioned problems in detail. However, the 

recognition that a feminist engagement with prostitutes has changed little since the 

early days of the 'women's liberation movement' introduces the third central issue of 

this thesis: support for the prostitute at the cost of a critique of prostitution. This is 

not to argue that the gains that feminists have made for prostitutes (and the fact that 

prostitutes are now, to some extent, organised and have a voice in policy and in the 

forming of legislation) have been a retrograde step. These political gains were 

important and necessary for prostitutes. However, a number of questions need to be 

asked. 'Is support for prostitutes the only viable feminist project?'. 'Is support for 

prostitutes disabling a distinctive feminist critique of prostitution?' That this choice 

is related to the current requirement to 'fit in' to the prostitution debate is clear. 

Whether a position can be articulated for feminists that enables a critique of 

prostitution and the demand for prostitutes without it being interpreted as a critique 

of prostitutes will be examined throughout this thesis. Clearly this problem of 

support versus critique requires reconfiguring yet another dichotomy - in this case 

that of victimlagent. It is this dualism which currently figures as the choice in 

feminist conceptualisations of the prostitute's sexual and social position. 

I use this term rather than the more familiar 'subjectivity7 for two reasons. 
Firstly, because in its current usage, subjectivity denotes the acquisition of an 
internally driven knowledge of the self - a sense of self that is bodily determined and 
awakened rather than the product of the inscription of the corporeal. Secondly, 
subjectivity requires a universal notion of the subject with which I disagree. These 
issues will be elaborated upon in Chapter Five. 



These three dichotomous choices - pro versus anti prostitution in the prostitution 

debate, sex versus gender in the conceptualisation of the client's sexual practice, 

support versus critique in the victimlagent dichotomy - need to be addressed if 

feminists are to move beyond their current dilemma. How this can be done, and 

what it would mean for feminists theoretically and politically to move into new and 

more productive areas are the specific concerns of this thesis. 

But first, a point of clarification. When discussing the client, only male clients will 

be included. Whilst I am aware that some clients are women, and conversely that 

some prostitutes are men, it is recognised that both of these are in the minority. 

Perkins (1991:17) states that "estimates for male prostitutes range from 5 percent 

(Select Committee 1986:71-72) to 10 percent of the total prostitute population". 

Similarly, it is estimated that a small minority of clients are women, and certainly 

many heterosexual men who become prostitutes with the thought of servicing 

women, actually become prostitutes for men (Perkins and Bennett 1986:234). 

Thus, whilst the central figure of the man as buyer of sex remains (virtually) 

unchallenged - men buy sex from the object of their sexual desire - the fact that men 

do sell sex and women do buy sex needs to be addressed. This thesis will argue that 

men and women continually access each other's 'natural' capacities and practices but 

they do it in sexually specific ways and gain a disparate status through them. As 

will be argued in Chapter Five, rationality is not the exclusive status of men. 

Similarly, to be a prostitute is not fixed to a female body. Rather, the point is that 

when a man chooses to be a prostitute, he accesses 'prostitute' capacities and 

practices differently to women, and gains a different status through them. In 

opposition to MacKinnon7s argument (to be discussed in detail in chapter 4) I do not 

believe that male prostitutes either take on the status of, or become positioned as, 

women. Certainly, the client is aware of the sex of his object of desire. 

Similarly, when women enter into a heterosexual prostitution contract as the client, 

she gains access to the practices and capacities of being a client as a woman. 

Discussions by Perkins and Bennett (1986:234) with a male prostitute who serviced 

only female clients demonstrates the different way in which women claim the status 



of a client. Most importantly, none of the women were aware that this male 

prostitute serviced other women, and he felt this was the most important factor in his 

continued success. Money was often paid in kind, and it certainly was not 

considered a simple servicing of the body, with a number of women requiring escort 

only. Moreover, this was the only male prostitute that Perkins and Bennett found 

was able to support himself in a heterosexual prostitution contract. However, whilst 

not being fixed to a male or female body, the limited number of men who choose to 

be prostitutes, like the minority of women who choose to be clients, demonstrates 

that this choice is understood as a sexually specific status that draws on the 'natural' 

capacities and practices of men and women. 

2. Feminist Theory and Praxis. 

In 1992 in Australia, two states, Queensland and the Australian Capital Territory 

(ACT), passed legislation on prostitution. In both cases, the legislation was part of 

a lengthy review and consultation process. This process involved prostitutes, civil 

libertarians, community leaders, church groups and, significantly for ' this thesis, 

feminists. Discussions and reports on the process of negotiation in both states 

revealed that feminists were heavily involved in the construction of both states' 

legislation. In Queensland, the government passed new laws that increased the 

criminal sanctions against prostitution, and for the first time, included the 

prosecution of clients if found on premises suspected of being used for the purposes 

of prostitution. In the ACT, legislation decriminalised brothel prostitution although 

soliciting for the purposes of prostitution remained an offence. Brothels in the ACT 

are now regulated by an executive body. In these two very different legislations 

feminists had a high p r ~ f i l e . ~  

This is based on information gained from discussions with members of the 
Australian Capital Territory's Women's Consultative Council (January 1993) and the 
Queensland Women's Policy Unit (September 1992) as well as media reporting on 
the issue. See for example, 27ze Courier Mail, 21 November 1992:29-31. 



The ramifications of such an outcome for a feminist stance on prostitution thus 

appear both confused and confusing. On the one hand, feminists in Queensland 

were allied with a government which advocated the continuation of criminal 

sanctions against prostitution, whilst on the other, feminists in the ACT supported 

the government stance on the decriminalisation of prostitution and related a~tivities.~ 

Which one is the appropriate feminist stance? In most cases, contemporary feminists 

have tended to show solidarity with the position demonstrated by the ACT legislation 

- believing that decriminalisation best supports their prostitute sisters. In contrast, 

the Queensland position has much in common with the stance of nineteenth century 

feminists on prostitution - most particularly in relation to a refocussing of the issue 

and the subsequent criminalisation of the client. 

The two positions of decriminalisation versus criminalisation tend to be characterised 

as mutually exclusive positions. The Queensland legislation gained support from 

community leaders and church groups whilst the ACT legislation gained its support 

from civil libertarians and prostitutes. Thus the prostitution debate is characterised 

as not only a pro-prostitution versus anti-prostitution debate, but also as a 

conservative versus radicallliberal debate, and as an anti-sex versus pro-sex debate. 

Consequently, feminists who are placed as anti-prostitution (as in Queensland) are 

labelled as 'prudes', 'moralisers', 'wowsers', and often 'anti-men' and subsequently 

Yesbians'. Those on the pro-prostitution side of the debate are often spared the 

name-calling since they are positioned within the dominant more popular side of the 

debate. They are the 'swingers', the 'liberated', 'the pro-men', the new 'good girls' 

of patriarchy (Overall 1992: 19). 

However, despite this political polarising of the issue, most feminists provide a 

critique of prostitution in their theoretical discussions on the issue. Generally their 

critiques consider the existence of prostitution to be a telling example of the 

This is not to argue that feminists in these states demonstrated a united front. 
In Queensland, for example, the Women's Legal Service in Brisbane supported CJC 
recommendations for decriminalisation with regulation. Rather, the issue is that 
feminists are required to fit in with the debate. In this case, the Women's Legal 
Service became aligned with the other side of the debate in Queensland - pro- 
prostitution, pro-sex, liberated. 



continued sexual subordination and social, economic and political inequality of 

women in society. How then does the feminist stance on prostitution become 

utilisable within a mutually exclusive debate? 

Part of the problem is due to the way in which feminists have re-read and re-written 

their own history on this issue. The history of feminist involvement with 

prostitution and prostitutes in Britain during agitation for the removal of the 

Contagious Diseases Acts (CD Acts) has been much discussed by feminist historians. 

However, there is some debate between feminist historians as to the extent of 

nineteenth century feminist involvement in what came to be understood as a 

'repressive purity campaign' during and after the CD Acts were repealed in 1885. 

As will be demonstrated in Chapter Two, feminist historians have tended to re-read 

history from within the confines of their own contemporary position within the 

prostitution debate. Nineteenth century feminists and their actions are thus either 

whole-heartedly supported or viewed as offering a limited view for contemporary 

feminists on the difficult issue of prostitution. 

Walkowitz (1980), for example, who is squarely aligned with the pro;-prostitution 

side of the debate, and thus motivated by her interpretation of the current dilemma, 

separates the 'repressive social purity' and the 'liberatory feminist' aspects of the 

repeal, and later social purity, campaigns. For Walkowitz (1980) the two were 

contradictory and mutually exclusive. She thus attributes aspects of 'repression' in 

the nineteenth century feminist platform - specifically the feminist victimisation of 

prostitutes and their negative reaction to fallen sisters who refused to be 'saved' - to 

either 'class bias7 or the rise of 'social purity7 within the 'lower ranks' of the 

feminist movement. For Walkowitz (1980) these aspects of the feminist platform, 

which she considers became more overt after the repeal of the CD Acts, were quite 

simply 'anti-feminist7 . 

In contrast, Jeffreys (1984) maintains that the social purity and feminist platforms 

were indistinguishable from each other. Her re-reading asserts that rather than being 

repressive, the social purity movement had much in common with the earlier 

feminist platform, and that social purity was often driven by feminist ideals - most 



specifically their attention to men as the cause of prostitution. Unlike Walkowitz 

(1980), Jeffreys (1984) does not consider the 'repressive' aspects of the feminist 

platform to be 'anti-feminist7 or a separate and seditious part of nineteenth century 

feminism. 

These re-readings have mapped out two broad positions for feminists to occupy with 

regard to their relation to the history of feminist involvement with prostitution. On 

one side are those who claim emphatically that previous feminist campaigns are 

relevant and indeed necessary for historical continuity in the struggle against female 

objectification in institutions such as prostitution. On the other side, contemporary 

feminists claim that earlier feminist struggles imposed a middle class morality on 

working class female sexuality and thus provided a limited world view for women. 

Whilst Jeffreys (1984) is easily placed in the former position, Walkowitz (1980) 

asserts her allegiance to the latter. Characterised as pro-nineteenth century feminists 

and thus anti-prostitution, Jeffreys (1984) is placed in the larger contemporary debate 

alongside moral puritans and stereotyped as anti-(heterosexual) sex.6 Characterised 

as anti-nineteenth century feminists and thus pro-prostitution, Walkowitz (1980) is 

placed in the larger debate alongside the libertarians and labelled pro-sex. This 

subsequent dichotomising of the historical issue continues, despite more recent re- 

readings by feminist historians sympathetic to both the complexity of the issue for 

nineteenth century feminists and the unsuitability of using the contemporary 'debate7 

to re-read and re-position their actions (Kingsley Kent 1986; Caine 1992). 

However, whilst the 'debate' may be considered by some historians as an 

inappropriate way in which to read the actions of nineteenth century feminists, 

contemporary feminism continues to consider the 'problem of prostitution' for 

feminists in just such a manner. The dilemma this poses for feminists is that a 

choice must ultimately be made between support for prostitutes and a critique of 

prostitution. It will be demonstrated in Chapter Two that not only is this an 

4 s  will be discussed in Chapter Two, Jeffreys critique of clients in the 
prostitution contract is part of a critique of all heterosexual male sexuality. As such, 
she fails to work outside a mutually exclusive, dualistic conception of prostitutes, 
clients and prostitution. 



inappropriate choice for feminists, but that it prevents a feminist critique of the 

demand for prostitution from becoming central. 

3. Focusing on the Client. 

Interestingly, the client has escaped the incessant and repetitive investigations that 

have focused on the prostitute. As will be demonstrated in Chapter One, an 

obsession of social theorists since the Second World War has been discovering why 

women become prostitutes. Whilst the particular theoretical paradigm in use directs 

not only the questions asked, but the answers received, the credible blend of the 

psyche and the social in psychological analyses has had the most significance in the 

contemporary 'knowing' of the prostitute. Although through the authority of 

feminism psychology's predominance in understanding and theorising the particular 

problems of women has been tempered since the mid 1970s, many feminists are still 

particularly aligned with the discourse of psychology. Certainly policy makers and 

the media are convinced by the expertise of psychology to know the prostitute. In 

contrast, the client is most well known through the discourse of sexology: 

If the lack of discussion on the demand is any indication, the motivation to visit a 

prostitute is much more easily explained than the motivation for becoming a 

prostitute. As will be demonstrated in Chapter Three, when the client is discussed 

in any detail, the authority of sexology negates any serious contemplation of the 

motivation for his visit beyond that of 'natural promiscuity'. Whether the paradigm 

framing the analysis is psychology, psychoanalysis, or sociology, sexological ways 

of knowing the client predominate. The consensus is that men visit prostitutes 

because of sexual frustration due to separation from loved ones (travelling salesman, 

men in the armed forces or men with wives in hospital are included here), because 

they need variety to satisfy their 'natural sex urge7, because they are 'too shy or 

insecure emotionally, too handicapped mentally or physically, or too old to compete 

with other males in winning female sex partners', because they have 'deviated sex 

urges7, because they 'desire socially tabooed sex relations', because they want to 

'avoid obligations7, are 'afraid of impregnating a girl', or want to 'avoid emotional 



entanglements7, and finally because they 'merely want to relax in female company 

with the ordinary conventions removed' (Benjamin and Masters 1964: 194; for 

similar sentiments see also Davis 1937:753; Kinsey 1948:606-608; Benjamin and 

Ellis 1954: 101 ; Greenwald 1958: 161; Ellis and Arbanel 1961: 877-878; Davis 

1961:247-248; Winick and Kinsie 1971: 193-198; Stein 1974:3 15; Sandford 

1975: 109- 1 18; Winter 1976: 1 18- 122; Simpson and Schill 1977524; van den Berghe 

1979:61). 

Within social theory, therefore, the demand for prostitution is comprehended as an 

outcome of male sexual behaviour. It may be understood in terms of the sexual 

needs of men in 'abnormal' situations, or it may be regarded simply as Mr. Average 

exercising his right to sexual choice. In both cases, a sexologically informed way of 

knowing the client is the foundation for understanding his behaviour - after all, men 

have a natural and healthy desire for sex. Within this way of knowing the client, 

prostitution represents a way in which men can have their sexual needs and/or 

desires met in an uncomplicated manner. And, with no clear consensus in social 

theory as to which type of client predominates - does he buy because of a need or 

through choice? - a general confusion (to be demonstrated in Chapter Five) is also to 

be found in the media, parliamentary debates and policy, as to who in fact constitute 

the clients of prostitutes, and their purpose for the visit. 

Of specific interest for this thesis, however, is not simply the increasing centrality of 

biological explanations for the client's behaviour, but the fact that feminists appear 

loathe to critique the 'sexuality' that understands the buying of sex in prostitution as 

a normal (and at times necessary) sexual practice for men. That critiques do exist is 

not at issue. Rather, it will be argued in Chapter Two that such analyses have failed 

to capture the support of the feminist community. Whilst critiques are clearly 

compromised by the feminist support for prostitutes in the 'prostitution debate' (and 

positioning the prostitute as victim of male sexuality in the few critiques that do 

consider the client is thus considered inappropriate), it will be argued in Chapter 

Four that a further problem lies in the way in which feminists conceptualise male 

sexuality. The feminist conceptualisation of the demand for prostitution as the result 

of the social construction of male sexuality does not clearly remove the biological 



foundations of the concept. Many sexologists, for example, understand sexuality to 

be socially modifiable, and their difference from a feminist conceptualisation is 

currently more one of degree and emphasis: where does nature stop and culture 

start? Feminists need to recognise and disentangle themselves from such 

foundational assumptions. Certainly recent (feminist influenced) policy on the topic 

(to be discussed in Chapter Five) which talks of 'containing the demand' for 

prostitution appeals to, rather than undermines, the sexological view of male 

sexuality (Select Committee of the Legislative Assembly on Prostitution 1986: 87) ? 

The problem of where nature stops and culture starts leads to a reconsideration of 

feminist literature on male sexuality in the light of recent feminist discussion and 

problematisation of the sexlgender distinction (Gatens 1983; Grosz 1987; Edwards 

1989; Thompson 1989; Lloyd 1989; Gatens 1989). In the analyses to be discussed 

in Chapter Four, masculinity and sexuality are generally considered to refer to two 

separate aspects of men. Masculinity is associated with the social acquisition of 

gender, ideas and consciousness, whilst sexuality is equated with nature, the body 

and sex. By utilising the sexlgender distinction in this manner, the shadow 

conception of the Cartesian mindlbody dualism is invoked, which represses the 

body/biological/natural as anything other than a base for infinite possibilities of 

social construction. This means not only that sexuality (as a product of nature and 

the body) remains under-theorised and misconstrued as a natural essence inhibited by 

societylmasculinitylmind, but that the body becomes seen as socially insignificant. 

It will thus be demonstrated throughout Chapter Four that while feminist analyses 

make use of the sexlgender distinction as it currently stands, there will remain an 

unrecognised continuity between sexological research into the demand for 

prostitution and feminist analyses of male 'sexuality', with each premised on the 

notion of socialisation (active mind and passive body) and thus a naturelculture 

divide. Current critiques of male sexuality that do not reflect on the shadow 

The pre-cultural nature of sexuality has also been traced to the predominance 
of psychoanalytic explanations within feminism, most specifically, in the repression 
of men's and women's natural ambi-sexuality (MacKinnon 1988). Since both 
sexology and psychoanalysis work within the sexlgender distinction, the criticisms 
levelled later in this thesis are relevant to the influences of both. 



conception of the mindlbody dualism in the current configuration of the sexlgender 

distinction will continue to evoke biological foundations for sexuality, and will be 

unable to adequately critique the demand for prostitution. 

Similarly, it will also be illustrated in Chapter Four that theories of male sexuality 

that attempt to reconfigure the sexlgender distinction without taking the social body 

into account, will continue to work within its current configuration. One reason for 

this is such analyses continue to utilise the passive body and the active mind in the 

formulation of selfhood. As such, they fail to acknowledge that the acquisition of a 

sense of self is implicated within the confines of the body. In this thesis the work of 

Pateman and Gatens directed a way out of this dilemma. The recognition that to 

have a male or female body legitimises access to distinctly masculine or feminine 

practices, enables the buying and selling of sex to be understood as a sexed practice 

that gains and gives meaning to all sexed bodies. It does this through its interaction 

with the organisation of modern liberal democracies. 

4. Finding the Feminist Voice. 

The problem of prostitution for feminists thus includes the seemingly separate 

dilemmas of a practical necessity to 'fit in' to the prostitution debate, and an 

inability to adequately theorise the complex relationship between nature and culture, 

mind and body, sex and gender for both the prostitute and the client. It will be 

established in Chapter Five that these 'dilemmas' are related to each other through 

the privatelpublic split. Moreover, it will be argued that feminists need to recognise 

the implications of this dichotomy for their current ways of knowing about 

prostitution. 

The publiclprivate split is the arbitrary yet meaningful organising principle of 

modern liberal democracies. The public sphere is associated with the world of 

government, work and contract, and is rational, objective and impersonal. The 

private sphere is associated with familial relations and leisure, and is emotional, 

personal and subjective. Feminists have long recognised that this public/private 



division, and the tasks it is purported to perform, can also be understood along an 

axis of sex, where the public sphere is masculine and the private sphere is feminine. 

The world of the private sphere is thus associated with women and their 'natural' 

attributes, roles, capacities and practices, whilst the realm of the public sphere is 

acknowledged as organised with men's 'natural' attributes, roles, practices and 

capacities in mind. 

This organisation of modern liberal democracies has been considered problematic by 

Pateman (1988), not only because of the sexed nature of the two spheres, but 

because the public sphere has been promoted as simultaneously the realm of equality 

and as more appropriately associated with the 'natural' attributes of men. According 

to Pateman (1988) this is the fallacy of liberal contract theory - that disembodied 

individuals people the public sphere. As she has recognised, it is not disembodied 

individuals but men who are recognised as civil individuals in the public sphere. 

That they can be considered disembodied is due to their maleness; when women 

enter the public sphere they enter only as women. The result of this way of 

knowing both the modern 'body politic' and the 'modern s ~ b j e c t ' ~  is that women 

must be educated to enter the public sphere. Unlike men, women's natu~al attributes 

are antithetical to rationality - the pre-requisite for the ability to enter into a contract 

and thus engage in both work and government. This is the central issue. Within the 

parameters of the publiclprivate split, women are only able to enter the public arena 

as if they were men. Moreover, this occurs irrespective of the race or class of men 

and women in modern liberal democracies. 

Pateman (1988) argues that this is for a number of reasons. The 'natural' relations 

that are considered to exist only in the private sphere need to be transcended if the 

parameters of equality, liberty and fraternity are to be upheld in the public sphere. 

Calls for disembodiment are central to this since the body is considered the focus for 

These two terms are taken from Gatens (1988) and refer to the twin birth of 
modern liberal democracies. The birth of the modern body politic is argued to have 
occurred simultaneously with the birth of the modern subject. This twin birth 
ushered in a new relationship between the state and its subjects - premised on 
liberty, equality and fraternity, and based on the assumption that natural relations are 
left behind in nature. The implications of this will be discussed in detail in Chapter 
Five. 



these natural relations. However, because women embody the private sphere, it is 

they who also must be transcended to gain access to the public sphere. Clearly, this 

is an impossibility for women. One cannot present as disembodied when one is 

conceptualised as body. Pateman's (1988) critique of liberal contract theory, and 

her recognition that a sexual contract underpins, supports and gives meaning to the 

social contract, is thus the starting point for the arguments in this thesis. 

However, the recent work of Gatens (1988, 1991) has added a further dimension to 

Pateman's (1988) argument and enabled an appreciation of the meaningful nature of 

men's and women's configurations in modern liberal democracies. Like Pateman 

(1988), Gatens (1991) makes connections between the public and the private sphere 

and between men and women and their potentialities. However, Gatens (1991) 

develops further the relationship between women and irrationality. The recognition 

by Pateman (1988) that women are only ever women in the public sphere, is 

augmented by Gatens' (1991) appreciation that women's embodiment not only 

prevents access to rationality (which is Pateman's point) but prioritises the 

relationship for women between their sense of self and their embodiment. Women's 

positioning as embodied means not only that they are unable to distance themselves 

from their bodies, but that their bodies become central to their sense of self. 

Conversely, men can present as disembodied because their body is considered 

irrelevant to their sense of self and thus to their rationality. 

Basing her position on enlightenment thinkers like Rousseau, Hobbes and Locke, 

Pateman (1988, 1989) identifies a relationship between the organisation of modern 

liberal democracies and the so-called natural attributes of men and women. Pateman 

(1988) can thus argue that the disembodiment required of individuals to enter 

contracts in modern society is only an ability of men. Similarly, Gatens (1988, 

1991), positioning the 'twin birth' of the modern body politic and the modern subject 

around the enlightenment and its thinkers (specifically Rousseau), can claim a 

distinctive shift in both the relationship between, and constitution of, government 

and its citizens. More specifically, Gatens (1991) argues for a relationship between 

the exclusion of women from the status of modern subject and the status of their 

bodies as unruly. Premised on the relationship that developed at this time between 



nature, irrationality, embodiment and women, it also came to be defined in 

opposition to the relationship between culture, rationality, disembodiment and men. 

Women's sense of self came to be understood as embodied whilst men's self of 

sense developed as disembodied. 

Both of these complex theoretical positions - one from the direction of politics and 

the other from philosophy - enabled a number of links to be made between the 

organisation of modern liberal democracies, men's and women's status and 

experiences and their choice of position (buyer or seller) in prostitution. The 

existence of prostitution is not only a viable economic alternative for women but a 

specific sexual practice. When women enter the public sphere they enter it as 

women - as a sexed and sexual body - in a way in which men do not. Prostitution is 

thus not only a viable economic alternative for women who are positioned as 

responsible for the maintenance of the private ~ p h e r e , ~  but also a logical practice for 

one whose sexed body is understood as central to her sense of self - her status - in 

both the public and the private spheres. 

Similarly, the demand for prostitution by men, whilst justified through utilisation of 

the sexlgender distinction, must also gain meaning through the publiclprivate split. 

Understanding oneself as a disembodied individual - the necessary pre-requisite for 

entrance into the public sphere - plays a central part in the way in which men 

currently understand themselves. For men, the mindlbody split is meaningful - it 

describes the ways in which they currently interact with their own bodies and the 

bodies of both men and women in the public and private spheres. The ability to buy 

sex is predicated upon this relationship to one's body. Though that is not to argue 

that women do not experience disembodiment. 

As will be demonstrated in Chapters One and Two, women choose to become 
prostitutes for (predominantly) economic reasons - based on the recognition that 
prostitution gives them access to higher wages than more legitimate professions. 
However, often as central is the freedom and flexibility of the work - freedom and 
flexibility that enable these women to fit in work with child care and other domestic 
responsibilities. 



Prostitutes often report 'switching off' during sex at work for 'self prote~tion'. '~ 

This demonstrates that women are capable of disembodiment but that their 

motivation and the desired result differs from that which motivates and results from 

men's disembodiment. Clearly, this is related to her positioning as body and the 

recognition of this positioning as her means of employment. However, her need for 

self protection from sex also demonstrates not only the differing position clients and 

prostitutes hold with regard to the organisation of modern liberal democracies - 

prostitutes clearly understand their disembodiment in a dissimilar manner from 

men's - but that prostitutes have internalised the equation of sex with self in a way 

in which clients have not. 

For him, disembodiment is central to his ability to enter the public sphere of 

contract as a rational subject. Disembodiment allows a proprietorial relationship to 

his body and access to rationality through this relationship. The way in which men 

gain access to disembodiment is through the regulation of their bodies. This thesis 

will argue that a central aspect of that regulation is the provision of prostitution. But 

prostitution also allows him a proprietorial relationship to her body, since in the 

public sphere it is only her body that is (theoretically and legally) of relevance. As 

such, prostitution exemplifies not only that prostitutes and clients have a different 

stake in their 'corporeal self', but that a reciprocity exists between the social and 

sexual construction of 'being a woman' and the social and sexual construction of 

'being a man'. 

Understanding the public/private split as organising the appropriate roles, attributes 

and practices of clients and prostitutes, as well as giving meaning to their relations, 

must also impinge upon the prostitution debate. The prostitution debate uses the 

Clearly this is not the only response prostitutes have to sex at work. Some 
prostitutes claim not to switch off and climax regularly at work. Others climax yet 
switch off from the experience. Perkins (1 99 1 :2 19-22 1) for example, discovered 
that whilst prostitutes were more likely to orgasm at home than at work, orgasms 
did occur during sex at work. Interestingly, an orgasm during sex at work did not 
always intervene into the process of 'switching off. "But when I feel I'm coming 
I'll generally switch off by thinking of the $20.00 I've just made and work related 
things like that". That prostitutes not only switch off from sex but from pleasure 
indicates further their internalisation of the relationship between disembodiment, 
rationality and work. This will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter Five. 



publiclprivate split in a very direct way. For example, the pro-prostitution side of 

the debate asserts that government has no place in policing the private sexual 

contracts of consenting adults. The anti-prostitution platform proclaims the sanctity 

and privacy of sexual relations within the family, and the necessity of government to 

police inappropriate sexual relations occurring in the public sphere (soliciting, for 

example) and near public places (schools, hospitals, homes). Neither position 

challenges the private sphere as the appropriate place for sexual relations, the public 

sphere as the appropriate site of government, the distinctions and differences 

between the public and private spheres, or the suitability of this split for 

understanding the relationship between men and women. 

Men's and women's divergent relationship to the two levels of meaning central to 

modern liberal democracies - the publiclprivate split and the mindlbody dualism - 

can be used to re-examine current ways of knowing prostitution. The ambivalent 

way in which the practice of buying sex is conceptualised (whether it occurs in the 

private or public sphere, whether it represents a need or a choice, whether it is 

representative of a sexual or social agenda, whether it is rational or irrational, 

whether it involves the mind or the body), issues a challenge to the .explanatory 

value of the dualisms as mutually exclusive. To reconfigure the hierarchical relation 

that exists for men between mind and body, is to demonstrate that a client's 

needldesire for sex is implicated in the way in which his sense of self is positioned 

in and through modern liberal democracies. Prostitution may then be recognised as 

a telling example of, rather than an escape from, the basic organisation of modern 

liberal democracies. 

Prostitution is also the place to explore the corporeality of the prostitute, and her 

complex relationship to modern liberal democracies and the subjectivity of the 

modern subject. For example, while prostitution exemplifies women's positioning 

within modern liberal democracies, prostitutes are able to challenge the sexual script 

demanded by the client. Prostitutes comply with their positioning by offering their 

body for sexual access yet only offer a body during the contracted service. Their 

disembodiment for 'self protection' presents him with only a body (as opposed to a 

'self') for gratification, accessibility and 'ownership'. Prostitutes' access to agency 



is thus through their recognition of themselves as both subject and object of contract. 

This reconfigures the dualism of victim and agent (currently the choice for 

feminists), and enables the complex position of 'being a prostitute' to be 

theoretically refined. 

For feminists to adequately articulate the complexity and ambivalence of prostitution, 

they must recognise and reconfigure the three dichotomies (pro versus anti- 

prostitution, victim versus agent, nature versus culture) that are their current 

theoretical and political choice. Chapter Five examines the possibility of 

reconceptualising the prostitute and the client in the current divisive climate and 

dichotomous reality that is prostitution. Clearly, a feminist position based on the 

recognition of a reciprocity between the organisation of modern liberal democracies, 

the acquisition of selfhood and the positioning and status of men and women enables 

the configuration of the dualisms that currently figure in ways of knowing 

prostitution to be recognised as constitutive of the problems facing feminists. 

5. A Note on Sources. 

This thesis uses a variety of sources to sustain its arguments about the pervasiveness 

of certain distinctions in organising understanding of the prostitute and the client. 

As well as academic materials, parliamentary debates, government reports, excerpts 

from the print media, proclamations from and about clients and prostitutes reported 

in both feminist and mainstream academic research have all been examined in detail. 

This reliance on both academic and popular sources, and how the information has 

been gathered requires some explanation, particularly since at times certain sources 

are critiqued and at other times utilised to further the arguments of this thesis. 

The academic sources, predominantly academic research, were used as primary 

sources and re-read in order to discover the dominant ways in which the prostitute 

and the client had become known since the Second World War. This was based on 

the belief that academic knowledge does not exist in a vacuum but is involved in a 

complex relationship with popular ways of knowing: critiquing and being critiqued, 



reflecting and being reflected, constituting and dismantling each other. Extensive 

international literature reviews were conducted and the material classified according 

to place of publication, central themes and key concepts. This enabled the literature 

to be grouped into a variety of discourses which are discussed in detail in Chapters 

One and Three. The dominance of certain discourses at certain time periods was 

checked against the popular discourse in this thesis. 

The central source of information on popular discourse was provided by Government 

Reports. New South Wales, Victoria, The Australian Capital Territory and 

Queensland have all tabled reports on prostitution in the last ten years." Each of 

these reports has led to legislative change in the respective jurisdictions after being 

compiled through a lengthy review and consultation process with the community. 

By using these policy documents as a base, each state's newspapers, as well as the 

national newspaper, and state parliamentary debates were carefully examined for 

references to prostitution (of any sort) within a twelve month period both before and 

after the report was tabled in parliament. These references were than classified 

according to their disciplinary underpinning and used to organise 'popular discourse' 

on the topic. Also, when reports were released, irrespective of the state, all other 

state papers and parliaments were canvassed for any discussion of prostitution. 

Finally, as a guide, one state newspaper (The Sydney Morning Herald) was examined 

over the entire ten year period to double check the efficacy of the assumption that 

media interest was largely stimulated by parliamentary and legislative activity in the 

area. This assumption was confirmed. 

These sources were grouped together under the rubric 'popular discourse7 for two 

reasons. Firstly, this differentiated them from the body of knowledge generated in 

academia. Secondly, the popular discourse was used to assess which aspects of 

academic discourses are reflected in popular discourse (for example, men need sex) 

l1 The Final Report on Prostitution was tabled in Victorian Parliament in 1985, 
The Report of the Select Committee of the Legislative Assembly upon Prostitution 
was tabled in New South Wales State Parliament in 1986, Prostitution in the ACT - 
Interim Report was tabled in the Australian Capital Territory Parliament in 1991 and 
Regulating Morality? An Inquiry into Prostitution in Queensland was tabled in 
Queensland Parliament in 199 1. 



and which are not (for example, the gradual decline of a belief that clients are 

deviant). 

This detailed examination of both academic and popular sources revealed how 

psychology and sexology come to the fore in both theoretical and popular ways of 

knowing the prostitute and the client. Moreover, the dualisms that underpinned such 

knowledge could also be identified and linked with ways of knowing the prostitute 

and the client which derived from a critical analysis of both these sets of sources. 

Such ways of knowing were both used and critiqued in the course of the thesis. For 

example, the knowledge gained from prostitutes about their relationships to their 

bodies (Chapters One and Two), whilst problematic when used to claim a simple 

'truth' of prostitution outside relations of knowledge and power, can be seen as a 

'truth7 of the prostitute experience and thus used to successfully understand the 

effects of the current organisation of modern liberal democracies on their perceived 

'reality7. 

The prostitute's relationship to her body, the thesis argues, supports an 

understanding of the relationship between the rise of certain knowledges and the 

organisation of the modern body politic. The nature of a prostitute's relationship 

with her body was linked to the different ways in which men and women have come 

to be understood (in discourses as diverse as philosophy and political contract 

theory) in the period since the enlightenment. The relationship women currently 

have to their bodies identifies their bodies as central to their sense of self in a 

manner distinct from men's relationship to their bodies. It is this centrality that 

makes prostitution a viable economic alternative for women. 

Furthermore, the thesis's interrogation of the relationship between academic and 

popular discourses revealed that psychology has gained dominance in its ability to 

explain prostitution by utilising the dualisms of mind and body, sex and gender, 

victim and agent - dualisms which are central to the very organisation of the 

prostitution relationship between men and women. Thus psychology perpetuates and 

reconstitutes this relationship whilst apparently explaining it. Moreover, psychology 

has gained the attention and imagination of the community as an important 



explanation as to why women become prostitutes. This demonstrates the complex 

relationship between popular and theoretical ways of knowing, the organisation of 

the modern body politic and the constitution of the modern subject. 

To reiterate the organisation of the thesis and its central themes, Chapter One 

examines the way in which we have come to know the prostitute since World War 

Two. Primarily concerned with theoretical ways of knowing,12 Chapter One 

demonstrates the influence of feminism in those disciplines considered to have 

expertise in knowing the prostitute. It concludes that feminist ways of knowing in 

these disciplines, whilst seemingly predominant, are ultimately 'co-opted' by 

psychological and/or economic discourses, and thus perpetuate, rather than 

challenge, these ways of knowing the prostitute. As such they cannot disrupt 

parameters that are ultimately antithetical to feminist understanding. 

Chapter Two explores the ways in which feminists, working outside the domain 

assumptions of parent disciplines, have investigated the prostitute. As has been 

addressed above, contemporary feminist analyses of prostitution are either historical 

re-readings of the past or the venue for the prostitute's voice. Like mainstream 

ways of knowing her, they continue to work within a dualistic conception of her 

predicament. It is concluded in Chapter Two that the current level of feminist 

critique and engagement is insufficient to adequately engage with the complexity of 

prostitution, and that a focus on the client may be a way out of the current dilemma. 

Chapter Three addresses the ways in which the client has been characterised since 

the Second World War. The predominance of sexology and the silence of feminism 

in discussions of the client points to a further unaddressed dichotomy - the 

sex/gender distinction. That both feminism and sexology utilise this distinction to 

understand male sexuality reveals an unexamined continuity between sexology and 

feminist analysis that may explain much of feminism's silence concerning the client. 

This is addressed in detail in Chapter Four. Chapter Four also investigates the work 

The prostitute's characterisation in policy, the media and parliamentary 
debates whilst alluded to in Chapter One, will be discussed in detail in Chapter Five. 



of MacKinnon, who problematises the consumer of pornography. However, her 

focus on the problem of male sexuality positions men as the issue to be addressed 

and does not give feminists an agenda outside the mutual exclusive way in which the 

prostitute and the client is currently addressed. This is demonstrated through the 

unsuccessful ordinance devised by MacKinnon and Dworkin, which is consistently 

characterised as anti-sex and conservative, rather than feminist. 

Chapter Five recognises the ubiquity of the dualisms in organising our access to 

knowledge of the prostitute and the client. It demonstrates this through a detailed 

and systematic examination of the print media, parliamentary debates and policy 

documents on the topic over the last ten years. It is concluded that both popular and 

theoretical ways of knowing not only share the same assumptions about the buying 

and selling of sex, but have that knowledge organised and made meaningful through 

the same dualistic conceptions of victim and agent with regard to the prostitute, sex 

and gender when the client is considered and pro versus anti in the political positions 

of the prostitution debate. 

Chapter Five also reconfigures the dualisms that currently both explain and construct 

our ways of knowing about the buying and selling of sex. My re-examination of the 

prostitution debate, the sexlgender distinction and the victimlagent dichotomy reveals 

a connection between each of these and the publiclprivate split. The very 

recognition that all three are not only organised through the publiclprivate split, but 

gain their meaning from it, introduces a different understanding of the relationship 

between modern liberal democracies, the modern subject and the sexual and social 

practices of men and women. Both the implications of these connections, and the 

difference such a recognition entails will become evident when the continuity 

between current prostitution policy, the media and community attitudes, and those 

theoretical assumptions identified through the course of the thesis as problematic, is 

realised. The implications of this re-configuration must, by their very nature, signal 

a challenge to feminists, both of the complexity of the issue of prostitution, and the 

inadequacy of current ways of conceptualising the buying and selling of sex. Such a 

challenge should indicate different ways in which the practice of being a prostitute 

andlor a client can be understood. 



CHAPTER ONE. KNOWING THE PROSTITUTE: GOLD 

DIGGER OR WHORE? 

1 .I. Introduction. 

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce those disciplines that have come to know the 

prostitute. It will thus examine, in current understandings of tile prostitute, the 

influence of psychoanalysis and psychology, the sociological paradigms of functionalism 

and labelling theory, and recent feminist informed investigations through the sociology 

of deviance and work. Each of these paradigms have had something to say about the 

prostitute, and have, to differing degrees, dominated the knowing of the prostitute since 

World War Two. 

Generally speaking, however, these various paradigms have only asserted two ways of 

knowing the prostitute: she is either deviant or normal. In fact, her attraction to most 

social theorists is precisely because of her 'deviance', though this is not to argue that 

her deviance has been understood or explained in the same manner. Psychoanalysts, 

for example, argue that the prostitute is the result of abnormal psychosexual 

development. Psychologists assert that the cause of a woman's move into prostitution 

can be traced to the family relations of the prostitute as a child. However, for both 

psychologists and psychoanalysts, the problem requiring investigation is the prostitute's 

abnormalldeviant sexual behaviour. As will be demonstrated in Chapter Five, the psy- 

disciplines' focus on her individual deviancy continues in theory, policy and the media, 

and, as this chapter will affirm, is to be discovered in many feminist influenced 

investigations of the prostitute as victim. 

The psychological/psychoanalytic focus on the individual prostitute as deviant may be 

contrasted with sociological theorists' distinct theoretical perspective in two senses. 

Firstly, sociologists have asserted the consequence of social structure on individual 

choice. Secondly, sociologists have questioned the notion of deviancy. For 

functionalists, the very existence of prostitution proved its purpose and its necessity for 

the continued normal functioning of modern society. Functionalists challenged the 



notion implicit within the psy-disciplines that prostitution is dysfunctional for society. 

By positing connections between prostitution and other institutions in society, they thus 

issued a challenge to the notion of deviance, and to the idea that prostitution is the 

result of individual (irrational) choice. This opened the way for a general critique of 

the notion of deviancy and its disconnection from legitimate institutions. Labelling 

theory claimed that the labelling of the deviant act was the consolidation of the process 

of becoming deviant.' These ways of knowing did not, however, challenge the specific 

relationship between the prostitute and sexual deviance. It was still her sexual deviance 

that defined her as deviant, and thus worthy of study. The appropriateness of studying 

prostitution from within the sociology of deviance thus came under criticism from the 

1970s. The influence of feminism and the notion of prostitution as work allowed the 

distinctive break for sociological theory from any notion of the prostitute as deviant. 

Positioning prostitution as work was an attempt to remove all notions of sexual deviance 

'from the characterisation of the prostitute. Whilst prostitution as deviant work 

continued to bridge the gap between the prostitute as deviant and prostitution as work 

into the mid 1970s, it successfully removed the notion of prostitution as sexual 

deviance. By the early 1980s prostitution as work was gaining prominehce in theory, 

policy and the media, but this prominence was tempered by the fact that it did not 

displace psychological ways of knowing her. Nevertheless, there were, and continue 

to be, two competing explanations: prostitution as women's work and prostitution as 

work like any other. And, whilst the implications of prostitution as work are in conflict 

with the implications of prostitution as women's work, they are both the result of the 

desexualising of the issue - which began with challenging prostitution as sexual 

deviance. 

Each of these theories will be discussed in a loose chronological order with their 

influence on policy, and their espousal in parliamentary debates and the media discussed 

For the purposes of clarity of discussion in this chapter, I will be referring 
only to the influence of labelling theory in the study of prostitution as deviance. This 
is not to discount that labelling theory has its roots in symbolic interactionism, or to 
ignore that labelling theory uses a symbolic interactionist perspective to explain how 
labelling the deviant occurs. Rather it is to realise that labelling theory tends to be 
confined to analyses of deviance, and that its premises have directly influenced the 
study of prostitution as deviance. 



in Chapter Five. However, given the nature of this thesis, which is essentially a1 

engagement with the influence of feminist theory on prostitution, feminist theorist: 

working within the psy-disciplines, sociology and to some extent, history, need to bf 

acknowledged within this chapter. Nevertheless, the influence of feminist theory on ou 

ways of knowing the prostitute will be studied in most depth in Chapter Two. This i: 

for reasons of clarity, but also because, as Gross (1986: 191) states. there are oftel 

shortcomings to challenges launched within 'master discourses'. Specifically, "whilt 

elements or components of patriarchal discourses may be criticised, questions about thc 

more basic framework and assumptions, whether ontological, epistemological 01 

political, remain unasked". This does not discount the initial role of critique througk 

engagement that characterised many feminist influenced analyses of prostitution in tht 

1970s and 1980s. They are thus an essential part of this chapter. 

1.2. "The Problem's in the Psyche": 

the influence of psychoanalysis. 

An encyclopaedia article by Freud lists the corner-stones of psychoanalytic theory as: 

the assumption that there are unconscious mental processes, the recognition of the 
theory of resistance and oppression, the appreciation of the importance of 
sexuality and the Oedipus complex - these constitute the principal subject matter 
of psychoanalysis and the foundation of its theory (Freud 1923: 145) 

Jacobs (1992:30) argues that "elsewhere Freud adds a fourth hypothesis to this list o: 

essentials - 'the importance of infantile experiences"'. Jacobs (1992:31) further add: 

that "it is necessary to observe at the outset that Freud puts his weight behind thest 

essential corner-stones, and does not insist on the same kind of acceptance for his othei 

ideas". Mitchell (1971 :xvi) maintains that "the Oedipal situation became the 'nucleai 

complex' of neuroses". It is also clear that for psychoanalysts interested i~ 

understanding a woman's move into prostitution, the oedipus complex is central 

Perkins (1986:97) informs us that Freud himself spoke little of prostitutes, but three o. 

his contemporaries - Lampl de Groot (1928), Abraham (1921) and Adler (1932) - pu 

forward theories about prostitutes that were influenced by Freud. Lampl de Groot, foi 

example, postulated that the prostitute was vindictive towards the Oedipal mother, sc 



that she attempted to feminise her male clients, substituting them for the mother she 

hated and wished to rape (1928:322). The oedipus complex has remained central in all 

subsequent psychoanalysis of the prostitute. 

In The Dissolution of the Oedipus Complex, Freud (1924:315) maintained that the 

Oedipus complex was "the central phenomenon of the sexual period of early childhood 

,.. and that despite its possible tragic consequences, for most children it is bound to 

pass away according to programme when the next pre-ordained phase of development 

sets in". This it does, Freud believed, because the male child comes to fear castration - 

a fate which he imagines women have already suffered, since they lack a penis. The 

child also fears retaliation by the father for his wish to replace the mother. Given the 

choice of love for his parents at the cost of his penis, the child opts for "his narcissistic 

interest" (Freud 1924:3 18) - the protection of part of his body - and turns away from 

the forbidden love for the mother. Not surprisingly (to feminists), Jacobs (1 99253, 

citing Freud 1924:320) informs us "Freud was much more confident writing about male 

children. In attempting to describe the corresponding development in girls, the 

'material - for some incomprehensible reason - becomes far more obscure and full of 

gaps'". Jacobs (199253) also asserts that despite "all his [Freud's] shortcomings when 

it came to the psychological development of girls and women, Freud was not content 

to accept his initial theory of a common development path for children of both 

genders". This issue is central to feminist challenges both generally and in regard to 

prostitution - examples of which will be discussed later in this section. 

In theory, the oedipus phase enables the girl child to identify with the parent of the 

same sex and relocate her love interest in the parent of the opposite sex by "taking her 

mother's place and adopting a feminine attitude towards her father" (Freud 1924:32 1). 

This begins to happen when the girl realises that she does not possess the same genitals 

as the boy. Thus it is penis envy that motivates the girl child to switch love interest 

from mother to father, when she discovers herself to be penis-less and thus regards 

herself and her mother (also penis-less) as unworthy (Freud 1925: 336-337). The girl 

blames her mother "who sent her into the world insufficiently equipped" (Freud 

1925:338). As a result of her disillusionment with her mother, a girl "gives up her 

wish for a penis and puts in place of it a wish for a child: and with that purpose in view 



she takes her father as love object because it is her father who is able to offer her a 

penis substitute" (Freud 1925:340, italics in original). Thus begins the normal 

development of love of the father, jealousy of the mother, increasing fear of the mother, 

eventual repression of the entire complex, and identification with the mother as her 

father's love object. By puberty, normal psychosexual development dictates that the 

link between sexual impulses and the family has been effectively broken (Glover 

1969:6). 

For the prostitute, however, this is not the case. During puberty, her adult sexuality 

activates many of the earlier forgotten or repressed reactions and a fixation within the 

oedipus phase occurs. For example, in a classic Freudian account, Glover (who in 

1943, 1957 and 1969 (re)published The Psychopathology of the Prostitute, which was 

based on an investigation into the lives of twenty call girls) affirmed that for prostitutes 

"(t)here exists acute disappointment with the father, while the relation to the mother is 

in its own way strongly impregnated with hostility" (Glover 1969:6). 

Other psychoanalysts agree. According to Choisy, the promiscuous sexual behaviour 

of the prostitute is the result of a lack of love from the father during childhood. "When 

a little girl is not loved by her father, she will later on try and degrade her own sexual 

value by carrying on with every Tom, Dick and Harry" (Choisy 1961 :6) .  In the case 

histories she outlines, most prostitutes "are either illegitimate or else they have suffered 

from impossible fathers " . She considers that "self-abasement is the girl's classical 

reaction to being deprived of her father's love, [and that] the tendency to prostitution 

is deeply ingrained somewhere in the unconscious " (Choisy 196 1 : 6). 

Similarly, Abraham maintains that prostitution is an act of hostility and faithlessness by 

these women toward their fathers. "The prostitute avenges herself on every man for 

the gift she had expected from her father and had not received" (Abraham 1953:36). 

Deutsch makes an almost identical claim. She discovered that girls who become 

prostitutes are reacting to their father's demonstration of unfaithfulness (when they 

discover his sexual relations with his wife - their mother), with their own faithlessness 

(Deutsch 1945:261). Likewise, Glover insists that whilst the prostitute's observable 



behaviour demonstrates independence of her father, she is still very much tied to him 

and uses prostitution as a way of denying this attachment (Glover 1953:247). 

However, not all psychoanalysts agree that it is fixation within the oedipus phase that 

causes a woman to become a prostitute. Greenwald's conclusions stress the integral 

role of the mother in the pre-oedipus phase.' According to Greenwald (1958:93), the 

first and most serious of the prostitute's later difficulties is the intense early feeling of 

deprivation because of rejection by the mother, "the feeling that the mother did not 

want to nurture them, feed them, take care of them". As a consequence of this 

rejection, girls turn to their father, hoping that he (or his substitute), will compensate 

for the initial loss. They were thus "never able to progress to the later differentiating 

stages of emotional development and search unceasingly for love " (Greenwald 1958: 94). 

The prostitute's promiscuous behaviour , Greenwald (1 958: 94) concludes, is not because 

of sex but because of nurture; she is simply searching for someone to take care of her. 

Hollender agrees when, from the standpoint of libido theory, he claims that the 

prostitute is suffering from "oral problems". For Hollender (1 96 1 :406) this means that 

there is a close approximation between the 'impersonal' nature of the prostitution 

contract and the earliest stage of oral development. This is because at thi's stage "there 

is no mother but only a provider who brings relief from physiological tensions - tactile, 

oral etc". Such a discovery enables him, like Greenwald, to conclude that the 

prostitute's promiscuous sexuality is based on a need for nurture because "promiscuity 

or prostitution is a way to establish relatedness when other attachments are renounced" 

(Hollender 1961 :407). 

Whilst they may not agree on the phase of fixation, psychoanalysts do agree that 

unsuccessful sexual development is the key and that this is to be resolved in the psyche 

of the prostitute. Especially evident from these excerpts is the psychoanalytic focus on 

the sexual promiscuity of the prostitute - so much so that this aspect of her behaviour 

becomes a determining factor in their conclusions. Whilst the prostitute may have been 

considered unusually sexually active prior to the advent of psychoanalysis, it was with 

In this, Greenwald may be making use of the object relations theory of Winnicott, 
who focused upon the mother-child dual relationship as the fixation point of neuroses. 
This is in contrast to Freud who located the fixation point of neuroses in the triadic 
relationship of the Oedipus complex (see Mitchell 1971:230). 



the advent of psychoanalysis that it became the key determining factor in knowing and 

understanding the prostitute's behaviour. 

Some psychoanalysts appear to discern no difference (psychosexually) between a 

promiscuous woman and a prostitute. Hollender (1961:407), commenting on one of his 

interviewees, asserted that "in becoming a call girl, Janice was behaving like her often 

married, promiscuous and sexually seductive mother". Others make much of the 

indifferent and impersonal nature of promiscuity in prostitution, through the exchange 

of money, and claim this to be a central feature in the prostitute's aberrant sexuality. 

For example, Agoston (1945:67) proclaims that "the choice of partner is not only 

indiscriminate and promiscuous, but purposely unselective. There is involved a kind 

of defiant intent to show that 'anyone at all will do, no matter who, as long as he 

pays' " . Similarly , Glover (1 969: 13) in his discussion on the psychopathology of the 

prostitute, concludes that: 

precocious acts of sexual seduction and soliciting [among juvenile delinquents are 
the] most fruitful and convenient field for investigating early forms of prostitution 
[because] many children and adolescents coming under the legal designation of 
'out of control'. . . already show sexual tendencies indicating the possjbility that 
they will later become prostitutes (Glover 1969: 13, my emphasis). 

The conviction that prostitutes are often also frigid introduces a further aberration. As 

Deutsch (1945 :267) explains "the prostitute is frigid by profession". Choisy (1961 :40- 

41) allows one of her interviewees to explain her own frigidity: "I hate the man with 

whom I sleep. I hate him so much that I do not want to give him the satisfaction of an 

orgasm ... Every time I sleep with a man I am taking revenge on my father who did 

not love me " . As Hollender (1 96 1 : 406) contends: 

Psychoanalysts and others have commented on the frigidity of prostitutes. 
Abraham (1920) stated 'Frigidity is practically a sine qua non of prostitution'. 
If the quest of the prostitute is for a bodily but non-sexual (genital) type of human 
contact [Hollender's thesis], frigidity would not mean that nothing was derived 
from the encounter. 



This focus on the prostitute's frigidity3 does not discount her promiscuity. Rather 

promiscuity and frigidity are understood as central symptoms in the prostitute's 

abnormal psychosexual development and both can be traced to "a disappointing father 

image" (Glover 1969: 12). Their centrality is accentuated by the psychoanalytic re- 

evaluation of the significance of payment as a motivating force for her beha~iour .~ For 

Glover (1969:7) the payment serves a dual purpose. It both gains the father, since the 

client who pays for the prostitute's favours "is the deteriorated image of the father 

[while] at the same time she registers her violently jealous disapproval of her mother's 

marriage by, as it were, debasing her own feminine currency". Greenwald (1958: 95) 

considers that money acts as nothing more than a symbol of the love the prostitute has 

not received. Agoston (1945:67) claims, "money is simply used as a defence to conceal 

the prostitute's indiscriminate sexuality". Finally, Choisy (1961:63) maintains that the 

prostitute who takes money from the man is "castrating him since money is the symbol 

of virile power in our society. Money is heavily loaded with all kinds of psychological 

conflicts. In our civilisation it signifies the will to power and the ensuing unconscious 

guilt of having taken the father's place" (Choisy 1961:s). While psychoanalytic 

readings may not concur on the actual purpose that an exchange of money is fulfilling, 

psychoanalysts certainly believe it is more (or less) significant than simple economics. 

Likewise, whilst psychoanalysts often come to the conclusion that many prostitutes are 

from similar backgrounds (broken homes, low socio-economic status, unstable parents), 

such aspects are only seen as hastening the inevitable. The cause of prostitution is 

always to be located somewhere in the unconscious: 

This 'frigidity' may in fact be nothing more than the prostitute 'switching off 
from the sexual use of her body during sex in prostitution. The implications of such 
an act will be discussed in Chapter Five. 

This re-evaluation appears to be a reaction to sociological studies from as early 
as the nineteenth century (possibly linked to marxist explanations) which posited 
economic factors as the only major cause of prostitution. As Carol Smart (1977:87) 
suggests, whilst "studies like that of Parent-Duchalet in 1857 consider prostitution to 
be the outcome of dire economic need ... the [current] economic explanation of 
prostitution in affluent societies is not in terms of dire economic need but rather in 
terms of the relatively limited opportunities for women in such societies to earn a living 
wage, to win promotion and achieve a secure career, and to be economically 
independent of men". 



There is no reason why we should not try and wipe out all the social and 
economic causes of prostitution. We must keep in mind however, that they are 
only secondary causes. The essential motivations are psychological (Choisy 
1961: 18). 

Whilst much psychoanalytic discourse on the prostitute discussed thus far has been 

associated with the three decades since the Second World War, a recent contribution to 

the literature by Welldon (1988) perpetuates many of these guiding principles. Welldon 

is motivated by a rejection of some of the bases of Freud's psychoanalysis. She argues 

that "it is not my intention to write social history, but it is hard to avoid the conclusions 

that in our time we have witnessed grave inconsistencies in the way we view women" 

(Welldon 1988: 9). Particularly she is interested in the alternative theoretical 

perspectives advocated by women psychoanalysts such as Horney (1 924, 1926, 1932, 

1933), Klein (1928, 1932, 1933, 1935), and Jones (1927) who "not only question the 

primacy of penis-envy in the little girl but also stress her early unconscious awareness 

of her vagina" (Welldon 1988: 1 1). Moreover, she proclaims that: 

the women's theories have been revived only in the past two decades, mostly as 
a result of pressures from the women's movement rather than from the world of 
psychoanalysis [and that] it is only in the past fifteen years that important theories 
about female sexuality and perversions postulated by female colleagues . . . have 
been published and taken seriously by our profession . . . such was the dominance 
of men in the world of ideas and philosophy, it became natural to accept the 
superior power of the phallus (Welldon 1988:4-5) 

Welldon's thesis is directed toward motherhood and the specifically female perversions 

that women as mothers can enact toward their babies in retaliation against their own 

mothers. For Welldon, as for the psychoanalysts previously discussed, the problem (of 

the perverse mother, and the prostitute as an outcome of perverse mothering), is usually 

found to be linked to sexuality. "Women come to me with emotional difficulties which, 

though not always immediately related to sexuality, are often found to be linked to it 

when their problems are studied in depth" (Welldon 1988: 14). Moreover, like 

psychoanalysts before her, she traces 'perverse mothering' and prostitution to the 

oedipus phase of psychosexual development: 

The re-enacting in adulthood of some of the aspects of the mother-infant 
relationship can lead to grotesque manifestations in which the early relationship 
is caricatured. Such is the case with some forms of female prostitution. The 
problem is traceable to . . . early faulty mothering, which could be the result of a 



family background of emotional deprivation and a threat to gender recognition. 
Sometimes incest provides a type of 'substitute' mothering experience. Some 
girls who have had this experience see prostitution as the only survival 
mechanism. Whatever these women's backgrounds, a splitting process is in full 
operation, together with a feeling of elation at being in complete control and in 
a dominant position in which revenge, conscious or unconscious, is the driving 
force. These are manic defences used to counteract a hidden mourning process 
associated with feelings of helplessness and hopelessness that these girls 
encountered when they were very young and abused, and which were then 
repressed (Welldon 1988: 17). 

Whilst Welldon has asserted an objection to traditional forms of psychoanalysis based 

on their inability to fully describe the development of female sexuality, she has 

nevertheless perpetuated many of the ways of knowing the prostitute evident in earlier 

studies. 

As noted above, psychoanalytic ways of knowing the prostitute emerged in the 1920s. 

Whilst psychoanalytic discourse was used in Australian law courts prior to the Second 

World War to offer an "alternative explanation to the complainants' allegations in 

sexual assault trials " (Allen 1990: 142), direct evidence of the influence of 

psychoanalysis on legislation with regard to prostitution is difficult to find. As Perkins 

(1986:98) asserts: 

although the various psychoanalytic theories did not in themselves have a direct 
effect on legislation, indirectly they influenced a tightening up of policies to do 
with prostitution and aided in the framing of a new stereotype for prostitutes: the 
prostitute as mad. 

Nevertheless, the centrality of a psychoanalytic understanding of the acquisition of 

subjectivity, which requires a knowledge of the prostitute's familial background and 

relations in order to assess the reasons for her "fall", is still predominant in the 1990s. 

However, this may be more a comment on the theoretical points of connection between 

psychoanalysis and psychology than any indication of the specific authority of 

psychoanalysis to know the prostitute. Both sustain an understanding of the prostitute 

which not only pathologises her behaviour, but also attempts to separate her from the 

rest of the female community as somehow intrinsically different. Whilst psychology 

and psychoanalysis developed concurrently, it is psychology, with its credible mixture 



of the psyche and the social, that has come to dominate the discourse surrounding 

prostitution since the Second World War. 

1.3. The Psyche and The Social: 

the role of psychology. 

According to Taylor and Sluckin et a1 (1982:26): 

psychology has always been torn by the conflict between two extreme outlooks, 
that of environmentalism, stressing the ready susceptibility of the individual to 
socio-cultural influences, and that of nativism, emphasising the importance of the 
innate features of the human personality. 

Nevertheless, psychology still has as its main interest the interior life of the individual. 

As Rose informs us "the problems around which individual psychology formed had one 

thing in common - they were phenomena deemed to be pathological" (Rose 1985:5). 

Moreover, psycl~ological knowledge of the individual was constituted around the pole 

of abnormality. 

According to Rose (1985: 179), it was the publication of the third edition of Henderson 

and Gillespie's A Textbook of Psychiatry in 1932 that gave environmental rather than 

innate factors the greater responsibility for psychological disturbances. It now appeared 

that many adult disorders were a cumulative result of mental habits which had been 

acquired and ingrained during the years of childhood and adolescence. "Disturbances 

of childhood (Henderson and Gillespie warned) should only be attributed to innate 

factors when all environmental and personal events had been ruled out and all therapy 

failed" (Rose 1985: 179). "Childhood problems were not, they repeatedly insisted, 

located in the depths of the psyche, but 'arise at the surface of contact, so to speak, of 

the child's environment with his aims and desires'" (Henderson and Gillespie 1932:vii, 

cited in Rose 1985:179).' In this context, the past origins of what was identified as 

As will be demonstrated in the discussion on the sociology of deviance, 
understanding the problems of childhood to arise at the point of contact between the 
child's environment and his or her aims and desires, is well supported within liberal 
criminology, specifically the Chicago school of criminology and the work of Sutherland 



abnormal conduct, rather than the problems such abnormality could cause in the future 

became the central issue (Rose 1985: 191). What was therefore needed was 

"information on physical, mental, familial and social conditions" (Rose 1985:209), in 

order to implement the relevant form of psychological therapy. 

Whilst Rose's study ends where this chapter begins, it will be demonstrated that 

psychological interest in the prostitute is still based on the belief that the prostitute is 

(in some way) behaving abnormally, and that as a result of this knowledge the 

psychologist interested in the prostitute searches for the causative factors of her adult 

disorder in her family relations as a child. The similarities between psychoanalysis and 

psychology are well noted6 but, whilst psychoanalytic conclusions are fairly stable, 

irrespective of decade, psychology demonstrates an ability to take up different ways of 

seeing the prostitute, and thus alter its research direction (even if its basic premises 

remain intact). 

When Greenwald interviewed twenty prostitutes in 1958 as part of a psychoanalytic 

investigation, he discovered what he termed "important psychological factors " , 

particularly "amazing similarity among family atmospheres into which these girls were 

born" (Greenwald 1958: 107). His subsequent findings that the adult prostitutes in his 

study came from broken homes characterised by poverty, parental neglect and open 

rejection, and parental promiscuity and sexual abuse, enabled him to conclude that an 

unstable family life and distant relations with parents were influential factors in a 

woman's move into prostitution (Greenwald 1958: 109). 

He also discovered that many of the prostitutes in his study had an early sexual 

experience with an adult for which they were rewarded. He claims that in such a home 

environment of neglect and rejection which these women experienced as children, a 

pattern began to be established. In giving this sexual gratification they were rewarded 

by overcoming, however temporarily, their feelings of loneliness and unworthiness 

(1937, 1949, 1973a, 1973b, 1973c, 1973d) and in Merton's (1 938) functionalist analysis 
of deviance. 

For example Rose (1985: 182) discusses in some detail the points of cohesion and 
dispute between psychoanalysis and what he terms the 'new psychology'. 



(caused by familial instability), and at the same time expressed hostility toward the 

parents. Similar conclusions have been reached in more recent times. In 197 1, Chesser 

claimed that many prostitutes have an unfortunate family background, and this is 

frequently characterised by an "unsatisfactory relationship with the father - either 

because he is very domineering or very weak" (Chesser 1971:2 10). Chesser's 

psycllological study of the prostitute concluded with the declaration that a child "unable 

to establish a loving relationship with one or the other parent - or with both - is likely 

to experience a distortion in sexual relationships as an adult" (Chesser 197 1 : 2 10). 

In a break from the psychoanalytic-influenced conclusions of these studies, Benjamin 

and Masters7 discovered two types of prostitutes and three categories of factors causal 

to a woman's entry into prostitution. The two broad groups into which Benjamin and 

Masters (1 964: 9 1) maintained that "prostitutes generally fall " , were classified as 

follows: 

The first group is made up of women who may be said to have voluntarily entered 
into 'the life' on a more or less rational basis and mainly as the result of a free 
choice. The second group is made up of women who engage in prostitution 
mainly because they are compelled to do so by their own psychoneurotic needs. 
We call members of the first group Voluntary Prostitutes; members of the second 
group, Compulsive Prostitutes. 

Because of these two categories of prostitute, Benjamin and Masters were required to 

establish a more complex and encompassing list of causes for a woman's entry into 

prostitution than psychologists had previously considered. "Predisposing factors" are 

also to be found in psychoanalytic studies and include such elements in the prostitute's 

background as the "broken home", parental (especially maternal) promiscuity and 

approval or tolerance of prostitution in the immediate social milieu. However, the 

inclusion of "attracting factors", which involve the comparative advantages of a 

prostitute's career for a particular individual (larger earnings, an easier life, or a more 

interesting or exciting life), and "precipitating factors" (economic pressure, no chance 

for a desirable marriage, an unhappy love affair or enticement by pimp or prostitute), 

move such psychological studies out of the immediate family environment and into the 

Unfortunately (or fortunately) this is not the Masters of 'Kinsey and Masters' 
sexology fame. 



larger realm of society. Whilst the details of such a classification perpetuate a number 

of myths about prostitution and make some problematic assumptions about women, the 

analysis also appears to make a concerted effort to look at the structural dimensions 

beyond the psyche (Benjamin and Masters 1964: 117). Importantly for this discussion, 

it is also a classificatory structure taken up in 1986 by the Select Committee on 

Prostitution in New South Wales. The implications of this psychological way of 

knowing the prostitute for recent policy will be discussed in the final chapter, 

This psychological attention to social factors, such as lack of money and poor 

environment, enabled later psychologists to move from a focus on the immediate family 

environment to broader social and economic criteria, which coincided with the 

increasing emphasis on the psycho-social aspects of a child's development. However, 

for most psychologists social and economic criteria continued to be considered only as 

far as they had influenced the psychological development of the prostitute. In this vein, 

Chesser maintained that what channels a girl into prostitution is probably the social 

conditions she encounters when she leaves the family. That is, "it is the bigger world 

she enters which determines how the warp in her personality - the inability to love - 

shows itself" (Chesser 197 1 : 2  10). 

Benjamin and Masters (1964: 117) claimed that "prostitution could never be eliminated. 

Too many psychological considerations have been overlooked". In doing this, they 

easily returned to an earlier psychological model that placed abnormality within the 

hereditary make-up of the individual. Whilst they could advocate a classificatory 

scheme that considered many factors beyond the psyche, they nevertheless prioritised 

those which predisposed a woman to being a prostitute. This is clearly evident in their 

classification of the prostitute into two groups. Whilst voluntary prostitutes were 

originally conceived by Benjamin and Masters as free from those psychoneuroses that 

characterised compulsive prostitutes, their concluding remark, that "one encounters few 

prostitutes who are entirely free of neurotic elements and who have chosen their careers 

on an altogether rational basis" (Benjamin and Masters 1964:91), enabled the 

prostitute's psychological abnormality to be placed as the central reason for her 

movement into prostitution. 



Recently there has been an attempt by some feminist informed psychologists to take 

account of larger social patterns in the early childhood experiences of prostitutes and 

to be aware of substantial social issues, such as the sexed nature of prostitution. In two 

studies in 1977, James and Meyerding assessed the effects of early sexual experience 

on women choosing the life of prostitution. Based on a comparison of the literature of 

the early sexual histories of 'normal' women (Wittel 1951; Kinsey 1953; Kantner and 

Zelnik 1972; Simon et al. 1972; Carns 1973; Sorensen 1973; Miller and Simon 1974), 

and two recent studies by James (1971, 1976) on the sexual histories of prostitutes, 

James and Meyerding discovered that prostitutes were far more likely to have been the 

victims of incest as children, and of rape as adults, when compared with non-prostitute 

women. Prostitutes also 

learned less about sex from parents and more from personal experiences, as 
children experienced more sexual advances by elders, generally initiated sexual 
activity at a younger age, more often had no further relationship with their first 
coital partner (James and Meyerding 1977a: 3 1). 

James and Meyerding are most concerned with the higher incidences of rape and incest 

in their prostitution sample. According to their analysis, 57% of prostitutes sampled 

had been raped compared with 20% of non-prostitutes, and 38 % of prostitutes sampled 

had been victims of incest compared with 15 to 23% of non-prostitutes (James and 

Meyerding 1977a:35). In an attempt to make sense of these findings, James and 

Meyerding (1 977a: 38) discuss research which has concluded that "frequently, victims 

of incest become sexually promiscuous after the end of the incestuous conduct" 

(Ferracuti 1972:179) and findings that "guilt, shame and loss of self esteem [are] the 

usual reactions of child victims of sex offences [and that] these feelings often [lead] to 

disruptive, rebellious behaviour, and some older (ie., adolescent) victims later become 

prostitutes" (De Francis 1969:2 15). 

Based on these and other research conclusions (Gagnon 1965; Weiner 1964; Jaffe 

1975), James and Meyerding (1977a:39) assert that "the victim of incest faces serious 

disruption of an already deviant and highly disorganised family [and that] the behaviour 

and the reaction to the behaviour become significant disorganising factors in her 

development of a sexual identity". Whilst they conclude that it is not possible to state 

that these sexual abuses were the cause of these women becoming prostitutes, they do 



maintain that the victimisation of these women is a fact that should not be dismissed too 

lightly. They speculate that an effect of sexual abuse may be "early traumatic self- 

objectification influencing some women toward entrance into prostitution" (James and 

Meyerding 1977a:40), and whilst they realise that: 

sexual self objectification is experienced by women in this society to some degree 
. . . It seems possible, however, that to be used sexually at an early age in a way 
that produces guilt, shame and loss of self esteem on the part of the victim would 
be likely to lessen one's resistance to viewing oneself as a saleable commodity 
(James and Meyerding 1977a: 4 1). 

There is no denying the significance of these claims, and the influence of feminism on 

the direction of this research. What this research fails to deal with, however, is the 

regularity and history of rape and incest (some of the studies that James and Meyerding 

included were based on research from the 1930s), and the current high levels of rape 

and incest in the 'normal' population, that is in those women who do not become 

prostitutes. They also continue the psychological tradition of the analysis of adult 

disorders in childhood experiences, and the focus on her abnormal sexuality (through 

her sexual history) as the central cause for c ~ n c e r n . ~  

In 1982, Silbert and Pines compared their interviews of 200 street prostitutes with 

statistics for non-prostitute women at the time of their study, and with findings of 

previous comparative studies (including those of James and Meyerding 1977a, 1977%) 

and "systematically analysed the various causes of their entrance into prostitution" 

(Silbert and Pines 1982a:473). Their interviews centred around a variety of "known" 

causes, including demographic variables (age, race, financial situation, education, 

marital status), home background (parents' occupation and education, home problems, 

crimes committed by family members, including incest and physical abuse), social 

support systems (relationships with parents, siblings, relatives and friends, experiences 

of rejection by peers) and prostitution history (first acquaintance with prostitution, 

problems just before entering prostitution) (Silbert and Pines 1982a:474-475; see also, 

Silbert and Pines 1982b, Silbert 1982; Silbert, Pines and Lynch 1982). 

This is also the case when male prostitutes are studied through a psychological 
perspective. For an example of such a study as well as an extensive literature review 
of previous studies on male prostitutes, see Allen (1980). 



Interestingly, as a way of organising their data, Silbert and Pines used Benjamin and 

Masters7 (1964) classificatory scheme of predisposing, precipitating and attracting 

factors. In discussing the results of their interviews, Silbert and Pines prioritise the 

information about these women's home backgrounds. They maintain that "entrance was 

motivated much more by an attempt to avoid or escape extremely negative conditions 

in the home environment than by an attraction to the life of prostitution" (Silbert and 

Pines 1982a:489). In terms of predisposing factors, they assert that "most subjects 

came from homes marked by crime, violence, and substance abuse, where many were 

abused physically, emotionally and sexually" (Silbert and Pines 1982a:489). It  is only 

when discussing precipitating factors that they include issues that could be considered 

outside of the home influence, in this case "serious financial and emotional problems" 

(Silbert and Pines 1982a:489), although the emotional problems are inevitably traced 

back to the home environment. 

However, in addition to those questions "geared toward developing a composite picture 

of motivation for entrance into prostitution" (Silbert and Pines 1982a:486), subjects 

were asked directly why they started in prostitution. Here, Silbert and Pines 

(1982a:486) discovered that the need for money was the predominant ieason for the 

subjects' initial involvement in prostitution - "I needed the money" or "I was hungry" - 
basic financial survival was mentioned by 75% of all subjects. As Silbert and Pines 

(1982a:492-493) recognised, "economic factors are seen as central in attracting women 

to and maintaining them in prostitution". However, for Silbert and Pines this reason 

is not an adequate explanation. They conclude that: 

When asked about the problems they had before starting prostitution, along with 
the general psychological and emotional problems stemming from abuse, subjects 
also mentioned economic problems (Silbert and Pines 1982a:492). 

Silbert and Pine's work represents an important integration of feminist theorising within 

a psychological analysis. However, it is also clear that such integration does not upset 

the psychological dimensions of the study. Whilst economic factors are seen as central 

in attracting and motivating, they ultimately cannot explain to Silbert and Pines' 

satisfaction, why these women enter prostitution. The significance of payment is not 

overlooked but it can never be more than precipitating. The predisposing factors are 

still to be found in the psyche. Whilst it could be argued that Silbert and Pines have 



a point, since not all poor women become prostitutes, the explanation of which poor 

women becomes prostitutes for Silbert and Pines is based on the psychical ramifications 

of early life experiences. This corresponds with psychoanalytic analyses that established 

a predisposition based on an unresolved oedipus complex. 

Silbert and Pines7 (1982a:498) concluding statement that "the results of this study 

contradict much of the literature describing women's entry into prostitution in 

portraying the street prostitute as a victim of an abusive home who starts prostituting 

because of survival needs" introduces the notion of the prostitute as ~ i c t i m . ~  Not 

surprisingly, given the confines of their studies and the types of data elicited, 

psychologists commonly interpret the prostitute as a victim. Women become prostitutes 

as the result of poor child rearing practices and an impoverished home environment. 

Potterat summarises these psychological aspects as "susceptibility" and claims they 

predispose certain women to become prostitutes, especially if they are linked with the 

repeated trauma of child sexual abuse, or rape as an adult (Potterat 1985: 329). How 

these aspects are interpreted varies: the internalisation of an abusive self identity, the 

debasing of one's sexuality or the lowered resistance to viewing oneself as a saleable 

commodity. But common amongst the analyses is an almost fatalistic aSsumption that 

some women are destined to become prostitutes (see also Handelsohn and Newton- 

Ruddy 1986; Schaffer and DeBlassie 1984; Shoham et al. 1983; Maiuro et al. 1983; 

Exner et al. 1977; Gloiten 1942). 

Since the 1940s, a psychological way of knowing the prostitute has had the most 

influence on generai understanding. Furthermore, such an understanding of the 

interplay between the social and the psyche remains unchallenged in much feminist 

research on prostitution, and thus continues to direct feminist informed research and 

theory on the prostitute (see for example, Perkins and Bennett 1985; Perkins 1991). 

It is also integral to research predicated on gaining the "truth" about prostitution 

through interviews (for example, Zausner 1986). 

Whilst this characterisation is challenged by many feminists and prostitutes, it 
nevertheless is an understanding predominant in feminist literature (for an example of 
this debate between feminists and prostitutes see Pheterson 1989: 144- 197). This issue 
will be discussed in greater depth in Chapter Two. 



Such a perpetuation of focus and concern has enabled sociology to assert their 

difference to the psy-disciplines in a way that sociological analyses of the client, to be 

discussed in Chapter Three, have not. Most specifically, the theoretical paradigms of 

functionalism and symbolic interactionism (through its influence in labelling theory) 

have challenged the authority of the psyche as the best way of knowing the prostitute. 

Whether or not they have successfully challenged the definition of her as a sexual 

deviant will be explored. 

1.4. The Benefits of Prostitution for Society: 

the authority of functionalism. 

The main tenets of functionalism seem uncontentious enough: they are that 
societies can, for all analytical purposes, be treated as systems whose parts (the 
institutions of production, education, human relations, belief, etc) should be 
examined not in isolation but in terms of their interrelationships and in terms of 
their contribution to the society in general (Downes and Rock 1990:89-90) 

Functionalists "take social order as a fact of life" and from this premise proceed to ask 

"how and by what means the stability of society persists" (Davis 1975:64). Dealing 

with stability, however, requires that functionalists examine not only those institutions 

deemed to promote stability (the family or education, for instance) but those which 

appear, at first glance, to be non-functional for society. Following Durkheim (1895:67) 

who in l?ze Rules of Sociological Method, argued that "crime is normal . . . It is a factor 

in public health, an integral part of healthy societies", many functionalists, (for 

example, Davis 1937, 1939, 1961; Cohen 1955, 1966; Merton 1938, 1949), developed 

a theory of deviance which argued that a certain amount of deviance had positive 

functions and contributed to the maintenance and well-being of society. "In a surprising 

twist of logic, functionalists conceive of deviance as making a fundamental contribution 

to order. They note that, without deviance, no one would know the boundaries of 

'normality' " (Davis 1975:64). It is within this framework of deviance as necessary that 

prostitution is analysed by functionalists. 

As opposed to discussion of the supply of prostitutes in the psychotherapies, which 

emphasise the abnormality of the prostitute's individual history and behaviour, 



functionalists place prostitutes as integral to the social system. "Abandoning morality 

and the impulse to work directly upon society, and adopting instead a stance of 

objectivity and aloofness" (Newman et a1 1985), functionalists set out to answer the 

question "Why is it that a practice so thoroughly disapproved, so widely outlawed in 

Western civilisation, can yet flourish so universally?" (Davis 1937:746). In the 

process, they established both the longevity and inevitability of this profession for 

women and emphasised its connections with other sexual institutions with which women 

were associated, such as marriage. 

In examining any institution, functionalists have to be clear on its functional character 

for society: "it should be empirically established whether or not a phenomenon existed 

throughout the range of known societies; if so, the sociologist was alerted to its likely 

functional character" (Downe and Rock 1990: 95). The longevity of prostitution is 

confirmed for functionalists through their reading of historical accounts that maintain 

"that throughout recorded history, prostitution has existed in one form or another" (Ellis 

and Arbanel 196 1 : 87 1). Their account of Babylonian temple priestesses ("who rendered 

sex service for pay and were always treated with great respect and dignity"), Greek 

hetaerae ("who were not despised by other women, but frequently envied".), and Roman 

courtesans ("who were considered an aid to the purity of family life") allow Ellis and 

Arbanel (1 961 : 871) to conclude that the history of civilisation and prostitution are 

inevitably linked and that prostitution thus has a functional character. However, Ellis 

and Arbanel (1961:871) strive to transfer the institution into the realm of the natural in 

an attempt to remove any dispute about the inevitability (and functionality) of this 

profession. Thus they claim that "long before the dawn of civilisation, acts of 

prostitution must have occurred when primitive man bought the woman he wanted ... 
if he was not strong enough to take her by force". 

Whilst Ellis and Arbanel have no way of validating their claims, and make no attempt 

to do so, Davis7 (1937:744-746) discovery of prostitution in higher primates is offered 

as further evidence of the existence of prostitution as natural, and thus, one would 

presume, functional. With this information, Davis attempts to provide a blue-print for 

human society which consolidates the widespread nature of prostitution. In fact, Davis 

alludes to the similarities between all higher primate females, (including human), 



specifically the fact that they are always sexually responsive, due to the lack of oestrus 

which is evident in other mammals. Davis (1937:745) concludes that this factor alone 

"introduces sex as a permanent element in social life and ensures constant association 

of the two sexes". When coupled with more complex sensori motor equipment and a 

longer period of infancy, this factor leads to greater conditioning of the sexual response 

than is evident in other mammals. Thus Davis concludes that in societies of higher 

primates, sexual response may have no connection with the sexual appetite, being used 

instead as a means of obtaining material ends (Davis 1937:745). A similar discovery 

has since been made by Nissen and Wickler, who separately discovered prostitution 

among chimpanzees and other primates. This is based on their observation of female 

primates supposedly offering their sexual services in return for food or to avoid attack 

(Nissen 195 1 ; Wickler 1972). 

However, whilst reproduction, physiology and neural complexity permit the 

conditioning, social forces alone compel it. Davis's discovery that all higher primates 

live in a society characterised by a system of dominance, and that the degree of 

dominance in the society determines how bodily appetites will be satisfied, leads him 

to postulate that primates may adapt themselves to such a system partly through (their 

already conditioned) sexual behaviour. Thus, "sexual favours can gain an animal some 

advantage that it would otherwise be denied" (Davis 1937:745). Whilst Davis is quick 

to point out that such theorising should not be construed as producing an analogy 

between higher primates and human society, he does conclude that the same 

physiological and social factors appear to be present in both societies. His observations 

lead him to define the basic principle of prostitution as "the use of sexual stimulation 

in a system of dominance to attain non-sexual ends" (Davis 1937:746). Thus prostitutes 

are discovered amongst our evolutionary foremothers, and the inevitability of women's 

physiological destiny becomes apparent. 

According to Truong (1 990:2 I),  "functionalism emerged as a challenge to biological 

reductionism" with its focus on the relationship between social and biological facts. 

Nevertheless, some of the assumptions of Durkheim's theories, which bear on later 

work within the functionalist framework "show that the biological model remains the 

main intellectual source . . . [for conceptualising] the structure and functioning of social 



systems and the evolutionary process of individual and collective behaviour through 

adaptation" (Truong 1990:23). This may be one reason why such a biological 

deterministic account of human prehistory is to be found within functionalist theories 

of prostitution. Another may be that for functionalists, prostitution, whilst functional 

for society, is not only individual deviance, but sexual deviance. Because of this 

relationship to sex, a biological model may be considered a more appropriate 

framework for the study of such a 'natural' relation. These two reasons may explain 

why such biological deterministic accounts continue within functionalism despite their 

problematisation by feminist scholars within the disciplines of biology, sociology, 

history, philosophy, political theory and psychology (Pateman 1988; Rowland 1988; 

Byrke 1986; Caulfield 1985; Hubbard 1983; Harding and O'Barr 1975). 

The desire by functionalists to comprehend the interrelationship between all institutions 

in society (deviant and non-deviant) enables the recognition of a continuum between 

marriage and prostitution. The explanation for such an interrelationship is based on the 

premise that the use of sex to attain non sexual ends can describe a great portion of all 

social behaviour , especially that of women. "Prostitution therefore resembles, from one 

point of view, behaviour found in our most respectable institutions " (Davis 1937:746). 

Whilst this is a recognition based on the inferior position of women in society, (they 

are placed in a position where their attractiveness and sexual availability is a market 

commodity), it is a recognition based on inevitability. For functionalists, females have 

always traded their sexual favours for material ends in a society based on dominance. 

Indeed, due to the history of this profession, and thus its functional character, 

prostitution must continue if social order is to persist. 

However, at some point functionalists must explain why marriage has status in society 

and prostitution does not - even though they serve the same function. The result is a 

hierarchy of sexual institutions based on their functional rating for society. Marriage 

tops the list and becomes the most respectable sexual institution, because the most vital 

function which sexual institutions serve is the physiological and social reproduction of 

the next generation. Other sexual institutions diminish in respectability as they stand 

farther away from wedlock. Thus secondary forms of erotic behaviour - flirtation, 

petting - are legitimate if subsumed under courtship; but if they are indulged for their 



own sake, they are devoid of the primary function and thus tend to be disapproved 

(Davis 1937:746-747). 

Not surprisingly, within this functionalist hierarchy commercial prostitution stands at 

the lowest extreme. Whilst it shares with other sexual institutions a basic feature, 

namely the employment of sex for an ulterior end in a system of differentiated 

advantages, it differs from them in being mercenary, promiscuous and emotionally 

indifferent (Davis 1937:748). However, "whenever the money earned by prostitution 

is spent for a sanctified purpose, prostitution is in higher esteem than when it is purely 

commercial ... by earmarking a part of the money, the bought intercourse is made to 

serve a social function" (Davis 1937:748). 

The recognition of a continuum between deviant and non-deviant institutions is integral 

to the functionalist examination of prostitution. For instance, Ellis and Arbanel suggest 

that "many girls realise that prostituting themselves sexually is no worse than 

prostituting themselves vocationally, manually or otherwise" (Ellis and Arbanel 

1961 : 876). Likewise, Benjamin and Ellis distinguish "literally millions of wives having 

no love and no sex desire for their husbands, continue to have sex relations in order to 

maintain the socio-economic benefits of marriage" (Benjamin and Ellis 1954:lOO). 

Davis (1961:265) remarked that trading sexual favours for a consideration "is what is 

done in marriage, for in consenting to get married a woman exchanges her sexual 

favours for economic support". Finally, Armstrong (1 98 1 : 94) acknowledged that 

selling oneself extends to a variety of situations, including dating, education and 

employment opportunities, and concluded that it is difficult to see why prostituting 

oneself sexually should be considered much worse than prostituting oneself vocationally, 

artis tically or otherwise. 

These authors (with the exception of Armstrong) have alluded to the sexed nature of the 

contracts they are outlining, that men are the dictators of the terms under which women 

trade their sexual favours. They also appreciate that women as a group are often forced 

into trading sexual access for economic support in marriage and prostitution due to their 

powerless position in economic, cultural and political hierarchy. This is in fact the 

basis of their hypothesis: prostitution exists precisely because women are the least 



dominant physiologically and socially. Thus they are forced to "use sexual stimulation 

to attain non-sexual ends" (Davis 1937:746). Feminists have taken up these issues by 

asserting that institutions do not function for 'society' but for men in society. 

Functionalists, however, never ask, 'functional for whom?' Rather they assume that 

contemporary societies are functional, thus assuming a persistence of the status quo. 

In this case contemporary societies are also assumed to have parallels with all past 

societies and with other more primitive societies, thus linking the social institution of 

prostitution to its biological roots. 

Basically, functionalist accounts attempt to posit a grand theory for the question "why 

does prostitution exist?" Their conclusion that prostitution is necessary for the normal 

functioning of society is based on their specific reading of both evolutionary theory and 

the history of civilisation. Their belief that prostitution is inevitable allows them to 

make a number of assumptions about women and men and the desirability of current 

social relations. Specifically they claim that men have sexual needs and women have 

sexual assets. Unlike psychology and psychoanalysis, functionalism is not interested 

in answering the question "why do women become prostitutes?" since within the 

functionalist framework the motive for selling sexual favours in a system of dominance 

is clear enough. Moreover, the practicality of the institution, and the fact that 

"prostitution comes perilously near the situation of getting something for nothing" 

(Davis 1937:750), adequately explains (for functionalists) its attraction for women. 

Whilst functionalist accounts predominated within social theory from the late 1930s to 

the late 1960s, their influence can still be found in more recent theoretical analyses of 

prostitution through the sociology of deviance and the sociology of work. The 

functionalist reading of history also has much in common with mainstream historical 

understandings of the prostitute, specifically the conceptualisation of the relationship 

between the sexual and the social, but this will be discussed later in the chapter. 



1.5. The Normality of the Prostitute?: 

investigations through the sociology of deviance. 

The equation of female deviance with sexual deviance, discussed above, has meant that 

prostitution has gained more attention than most other forms of female deviance. Even 

so psychological and biological approaches to prostitution held sway in the sociology 

of deviance until the 1970s (see for example Cowie, Cowie and Slater 1968; Konopka 

1966; Pollack 1950; Thomas 1923). Since then, prostitution has been the subject of 

renewed interest, most notably by feminist criminologists and sociologists, with "such 

factors as differential socialisation, differential illegitimate opportunity structure and 

differential social reaction" (Heidensohn 1985 cited in Downes and Rock 1990:280) 

primary to this new agenda.'' Since these concepts were central to the sociology of 

deviance before the 1970s, the basic premises of this theoretical perspective need to be 

briefly examined, before those studies specifically concerned with prostitution can be 

discussed. 

The specific character of the sociology of deviance emerged through functionalism and 

symbolic interactionism. Of significance is Merton's (1938) reworking o'f Durkheim's 

theory of anomie to include behaviour recognised as deviant by society. Merton argued 

that anomie results when there is a disjunction between the valued cultural goals of a 

society and the legitimate means of reaching such goals. Deviance is caused by the fact 

that large numbers of people at the lower levels of the social structure accept the 

dominant values and cultural goals but are unable to realise them by legitimate means. 

Merton's theory on the cause of deviance had most influence during the 1960s. Whilst 

lo Downes and Rock (1990:279-280) claim that "from the late 1960s, presaged by 
such pioneering works as Gavron's The Captive Wife, a veritable flood of sociological 
work ... challenged taken-for-granted axioms about the nature, status and role of 
women in contemporary society, and sought with varying success to mount a feminist 
critique and alternative mode of study to covertly male chauvinist orthodoxy". 
However, Smart (1977:89) argues "that work until the mid 1970s still lacked the 
capacity to situate the discussion of sex roles within a structural explanation of the 
social origins of those roles .. and that whilst the time for a feminist criminology was 
ripe, no precise shape could be given to its character". For the purposes of this 
discussion, those analyses that make use of a general feminist agenda as proposed in the 
introduction, will be included as feminist challenges. 



it has since been eclipsed by labelling theory, it nevertheless "exercises a persistent 

influence on American deviance thought" (Cullen 1984:75). 

Of similar influence is Sutherland's (1947) differential association theory. This theory 

points to the importance of relationships and the learning process in understanding the 

emergence of deviance. According to Sutherland, deviant behaviour is learned in the 

same way as any other behaviour (Sutherland 1947; Sutherland and Cressey 1978:80- 

82). In the process of interaction with others, usually in primary groups, individuals 

confront various definitions of behaviour, some of which are considered illegal by 

society. An excess of definitions that favour law violation encourages deviant 

behaviour. This is the principle of differential association. Sutherland thus theorises 

that associations, not general needs or values (Merton's 1938 hypothesis), explain 

criminal behaviour. Moreover, because everybody conforms to some set of 

expectations, it is commitment to expectations which conflict with the law that causes 

the problem identified as deviance. 

However, becoming a deviant also involves learning the techniques of deviance as well 

as the motives, attitudes and rationalisations (Sutherland 1947; Sutherland and Cressey 

1978:81-82). In this regard, Cullen (1984:121) maintains that the most "valuable 

contribution of [Sutherland's] work was the illustration that contact with subcultural 

traditions not only creates the motivation to violate the law but also structures the kind 

of criminal a person may become". Nevertheless, Sutherland and Merton take deviant 

behaviour as their point of departure. Labelling theory, on the other hand, focuses on 

societal reactions to deviant behaviour. Labelling theorists are interested in the 

responses of others who identify and interpret activities or individuals as deviant, not 

on the person who violates the norm (Schur 1971; Becker 1963; Kituse 1962). 

According to Cullen (1984: 125) labelling theorists have devoted their attention to four 

central issues: 

First they were concerned with the origin of deviant labels or categories of 
deviant behaviour ... Second, once deviant labels are established, it is likely that 
they will be applied when control procedures are enacted ... both the social 
meaning of a person's act as well as the status of the person who is labelled are 
fundamentally altered . . . Third, analysts have examined the consequences that 



labelling and treating actors as deviant can have for a social system ... most 
notably those of normative boundary maintenance and increased social solidarity 
. . . Fourth, labelling theorists proposed that the origins of deviance do not rest in 
the characteristics of the deviant person but rather in societal reaction . . . if left 
alone, a person [involved in episodic excursions into deviance] will eventually 
drift back into a conventional life-style. If subject to social control, however, it 
is likely that they will be stabilised into a persisting deviant pattern ... by both 
acceptance of a deviant self image . . . [and] exclusion from legitimate social and 
economic roles. 

Interestingly, the latter insight reveals points of convergence between labelling theory 

and the perspectives of both Sutherland and Merton; specifically, "the notions that 

differential assbciation with deviant subcultures and denial of access to conventional 

avenues of advancement will motivate people to intensify socially disapproved conduct" 

(Cullen 1984: 127). Unlike their predecessors, however, labelling theorists implicitly 

suggest that a person's structural location - whether it is in the disorganised 

neighbourhood Sutherland highlighted or in the lower class setting Merton discussed - 

is largely unimportant in precipitating commitment to a deviant way of life. 

Lemert is the only theorist to have used the central tenets of the labelling perspective 

to examine prostitution prior to feminist influence and involvement in the issue. In 

1951 he published Social Pathology, which contained a chapter entitled "Prostitution 

and the Prostitute". 'l Lemert (1 95 1 :76) presents the identification of deviance as a 

"progressive reciprocal relationship" which Heidensohn (1968:168) defines as the 

"process of definitions of deviance and the labelling of deviants by means of a complex 

of feedbacks and reinforcements through societal reaction". However, as Smart 

(1977:xii) notes, within the sociology of deviance there has been the tendency to equate 

female deviance with sexual deviance, and Lemert is no exception. He classifies 

prostitution as a form of sexual deviance similar to homosexuality and psychopathic 

" Strictly speaking, Lemert (1951) cannot be subsumed under the labelling 
perspective, his work on primary and secondary deviance having occurred before the 
labelling perspective was established. As Cullen (1984: 127-128) states "it was not until 
the early 1960s that the theme underlying these earlier insights [of Lemert (1951) and 
Tannenbaum (1938)] was generalised sufficiently to constitute a separate, and quite 
popular theory of the origins of deviance. Although the labelling theory literature that 
emerged at this time was substantial, it is perhaps fair to say that Becker's Outsiders 
(1963) was the most influential in focusing attention on the consequences of societal 
reaction". 



sexual behaviour (exhibitionism, sexual sadism), based on the fact that prostitution 

violates the norms regarding sexual relations (Lemert 1951:237-238). Rosenblum 

(1975: 173- 174) critiques this classification and claims that Lemert has: 

assumed congruence between the action performed [sexual activity] and the norms 
violated [unsanctioned sexual desire] and thus in part disregarded his commitment 
to the interactionist approach. More seriously, the classification of prostitution 
as sexual deviance means, at least implicitly, that deviance is not being discussed 
on its own terms but rather from the perspective of the societal reaction to it. 

Rosenblum's feminist influenced response to such a mis-classification will be discussed 

subsequently. Here a number of studies of prostitution need to be introduced that have 

adhered more closely than Lemert to the premises of labelling theory and the research 

methods they favour (participant observation, informal and unstructured interviewing). 

For example, Filla (1975a, 1975b) attempted to gain a deeper insight and understanding 

of prostitutes' viewpoints in order to discern the ways in which "subjects organise their 

meaning, motives and images of the world" (Filla 1975a: 138). As Filla (1975a: 137) 

made clear, this 'subjective' approach was based on the recognition that "many 

researchers tend to accept the deviant nature of prostitution and its illegal status as given 

facts; to this extent the prostitute is viewed as a deviant". Moreover Filla (1975a: 138) 

identified that such researchers assume "that the values of chastity, fidelity, monogamy, 

affection and desire expressed in sexual relations are basic and representative of the 

entire society". What Filla (1975a: 143) discovered was that "the girls do not regard 

their activities as being criminal. In fact, many of them feel that they are fulfilling a 

social need or providing a service to the community " . l2 Filla (1 975a: 144- 145) 

concluded that: 

reference to the subject's viewpoints or conceptions of reality is of prime 
importance when studying prostitution [since] such an orientation allows one to 
appreciate the role volition plays in the lives of . . . [prostitutes], when, for 
instance, they decide or choose to go on the 'batter' in order to support a life- 
style they want and value. 

It is interesting to note the ways in which the subjects reflect the researchers' 
perspectives. Compare this response from a prostitute interviewed by a social theorist 
influenced by the labelling perspective, and the responses from prostitutes interviewed 
by psychologists. In the latter group many of the prostitutes claimed to hate their 
fathers. 



Clearly, Filla has used the labelling perspective to organise lier study and inform her 

conclusions (see also Inciardi 1984; Armstrong 1983; Dee 1978; Strong 1970). 

However, when Filla (1975a: 145) recognised that for the prostitutes in her study 

"prostitution is nothing but a job to them", she introduced the notion of deviant work. 

'Deviant work' and 'deviant career paths' are not new concepts in the sociology of 

deviance, since the deviant career sequence is often traced from an initial deviant act 

to a full-time commitment to deviance. Such conceptions do not, therefore, issue a 

challenge to the central premises of the sociology of deviance, but rather are subsumed 

within it. Within prostitution, for example, research shows that learning deviant norms 

is a process common to the street prostitute, who must learn how to walk seductively 

when hustling clients and prosaically when avoiding police (Davis 1975: 183). 

When Prus and Irini examined hookers as part of the 'hotel community', not only did 

they focus on "the interpersonal relations", but they also considered "their careers and 

routines " . They believed that "studying the interrelatedness of persons in this setting " 

would enable them to "acquire a better understanding of group life in both 'deviant' and 

'straight' communities " (Prus and S tyllianoss 1980: 1 ; see also Prus and Vassilakopoulos 

1979). They used the term "career contingencies" (Prus and Styllianoss 1980:26) to 

refer to the situational elements affecting entrance, continuity and disengagement with 

prostitution. Their findings that "prior to their own involvements, hookers had 

generally established contact with someone who was already involved in prostitution 

[and that] unless a prospective hooker has someone to show her a way of handling 

dates, her involvements may cease at that point" (Prus and Styllianoss 1980:27), 

confirms findings in previously cited studies and also concurs with Sutherland's (1947) 

conception that deviance is learned in a similar manner to more 'legitimate' forms of 

behaviour. They also recognise that "just as becoming involved in prostitution seems 

largely dependent on having friends in the life, disinvolvement seems contingent on 

having supportive others on the outside" (Prus and Styllianoss 1980:49). In conclusion, 

Prus and Styllianoss (1980:266) emphasise similarities between the deviant and non- 

deviant career contingencies within the hotel community, specifically the importance of 

'fitting in', 'reputations', and 'conversion and recruiiment' in both careers. 



Similarly, when Heyl (1979: 1) attempted to present a picture of women in the world 

of prostitution, she utilised the interactionist perspective. Based on that perspective, 

Heyl (1979: 1) understood her purpose to "view her [the prostitute] as the important 

actor in her life's drama ... to describe her actions and circumstances as she interprets 

them . . . to document how she manages her life". The primary goal of Heyi's study 

thus became "to illuminate the processes by which individuals enter the occupations of 

house prostitute and madam and form professional careers within those occupations" 

(Heyl 1979: 1; see also Heyl 1977 and Heyl 1974). Moreover, whilst Heyl (1979:2) 

proclaimed that "this book focuses on the fact that prostitution is an occupation, women 

enter it consciously as a way of making money", her interest in "the situational 

contingencies in the process of becoming a professional prostitute" (Heyl 1979: 197) led 

her back to a sociology of deviance approach. Using the work of Sutherland (1961), 

Heyl (1979: 198) constructed "a model that described the entry process into a deviant 

occupation". She therefore took into account not only situations of interaction with 

members of that occupation, but also the subjective changes that take place as the 

individual assesses new situations. The four main stages of the model ('willing to try', 

'novice', 'professional prostitute' and 'madam') are derived from Becker's (1963) 

model of marijuana users, and "depict a succession of the possible life experiences (both 

subjective and situational) of the woman who is becoming a professional prostitute" 

(Heyl 1980:205). Heyl also introduced five dimensions ('interaction partners', 

'employment', 'evaluative perception of prostitution', 'normative rules governing sexual 

behaviour' and 'timing of sexual encounters'), along which the four stages could be 

differentiated. These dimensions are based on explanations within the interactionist 

perspective, of the movement from a non-deviant to deviant career (Baumann 1974 cited 

in Heyl 1979:200). 

The emphasis on process, particularly how women gain access to prostitution and learn 

the values of "the life", means that Heyl's study is as much a study of prostitution 'as 

deviance' as it is a study of prostitution 'as work' (see also Forsyth and Fournet 1987; 

Luckenbill 1986; Luckenbill 1984; Goldstein 1983; Gray 1973; Davis 1971; Bryan 

1965). She has thus failed, in one respect, to destabilise either the prostitute's 

deviance, or its sexual basis. As such, Mercer's (1975) comments on the problems 

associated with the interactionist perspective are equally as valid to these studies of 



prostitutes as deviant workers, as they are to prostitutes as sexual deviants. Mercer 

(1975:347) states that "viewing prostitution entirely through the prostitute's eyes fails 

to utilise the insight gained from a knowledge of the way socialisation manipulates 

people into supporting their own exploitation and oppression". As the editor of the 

volume in which Filla's article is contained, Mercer's (1975:347) intervention, which 

directs readers to a discussion of the acquisition of sex roles in the same volume, is 

pointed. Moreover, it introduces not only an increasingly feminist influence in 

sociological studies about women, away from the individual and back to the social 

structure, but corresponds with more general criticisms of labelling theory (Davis 

Such integration of discussion of the female sex role into analyses of female deviance 

has been central to a number of studies pertaining to prostitution since 1975. For 

example, Rosenblum's study of female deviance and the female sex role is premised on 

the notion that any understanding of "prostitution can best be achieved through an 

understanding of the female sex role . . . because prostitution utilises the same attributes 

characteristic of the female sex role, and uses those attributes towards the same ends" 

(1975: 169). This clearly demonstrates a shift in theorising away from the idea of the 

prostitute as any more deviant than any other woman in a male dominated society. It 

thus represents the influence of feminist theorising within the traditionally male defined 

areas of deviance and criminology. Whilst Rosenblum critiques Lemert's analysis of 

prostitution because of his equation between prostitution and sexual deviance, her own 

study uses what she terms the "sound theoretical work" of Lemert, specifically his 

notion of primary and secondary deviance (Rosenblum 1975: 174-175). In Lemert's 

words: 

primary deviation is assumed to arise in a wide variety of social, cultural, and 
psychological contexts, and at best has only marginal implications for the psychic 
structure of the individual; it does not lead to symbolic reorganisation at the level 
of self-regarding attitudes and social roles. Secondary deviation is deviance 
behaviour, or social roles based upon it, which becomes means of defence, attack, 
or adaptation to the overt and covert problems created by the societal reaction to 
primary deviation (Lemert 1972:48). 

Primary deviation does not result in taking on the self-identity of a prostitute, or in 

being labelled as such. According to Rosenblum, such primary deviation is to be found 



within the female sex role, and may include having sex with your husband in order to 

gain a new dress. Rosenblum acknowledges that using this model to understand why 

some women become prostitutes is a complex proposition. This is due to the fact that 

whilst "the presence of secondary deviance is fairly obvious ... determining why 

primary deviance occasionally evolves into secondary deviance is decidedly more 

difficult to do" (Rosenblum 1975: 177). Lemert (195 1) maintains that if the shift from 

primary to secondary deviance occurs, it can be made intelligible through an 

examination of specific precipitating factors and aspects of the female sex role 

conducive to a commitment to prostitution. Taking this position, Rosenblum (1975: 177- 

181) observed five 'outlaw' call girls (call girls without pimps) central to her study. 

Precipitating factors were identified as simply "independence and money", the impact 

of which, it was acknowledged, greatly depends on the number and quality of contacts 

with women already ' in the business7. Rosenblum (1975: 179) concluded however that 

these factors are "more in the realm of rationalisation than necessity": 

Because for many call girls the decision to enter the profession was reached 
independent of oven external pressures toward prostitution, [prior to entering 
prostitution, all call girls involved in this study had legitimate jobs] the call girl 
form of prostitution can more readily be seen as a consequence and extension of 
fundamental aspects of the female sex role. 

According to Rosenblum (1975: 179), the most significant parallel between the female 

sex role and prostitution is in the area of sexuality. Whilst she claims that the 

socialised passivity of women, and a culture that expects women to utilise sex for many 

purposes outside the marriage relationship has long been recognised by sociologists, 

Rosenblum (1975: 180) professes to have recognised an important link between these 

two factors: "a woman not socialised to expect sexual gratification routinely, but 

encouraged to employ her sexuality in non-sexual interaction, knows the value of 

desirability but has relatively little expectations regarding sexual fulfilment". The 

transition from non-deviance to deviance within prostitution requires only an 

exaggeration of the situation experienced as a non-deviant woman since, as Rosenblum 

claims, neither the call girl nor the non-deviant woman has high expectations about 

receiving sexual gratification (though to differing degrees), and both expect some type 

of pay off (though the prostitute's pay-off is usually more tangible). 



The similarities between this analysis and functionalism on the one hand, and labelling 

theory on the other, are obvious. Like the functionalist accounts discussed earlier, the 

considerable overlap between deviant and non-deviant female sex roles has been 

recognised. However, whilst Rosenblum determines that prostitution is on a continuum 

with other female roles, functionalism hangs onto the notion of prostitution as more 

deviant and less functional than the institution of marriage. Thus, whilst for 

functionalists and Rosenblum the institution is normalised, the implications are very 

different. For Rosenblum, the institution is normalised within the parameters of the 

female sex role. This removes the continuum of functionality from prostitution and thus 

the label of deviancy from the prostitute. 

With regard to the influence of labelling theory, Rosenblum's discussion of the call girls 

in her study has two points to make. The first is to exonerate them from any label of 

deviant behaviour as distinct from non-deviant women. "In effect, call girls expand 

upon and make explicit the back door power they utilised as members of the non- 

deviant female community" (Rosenblum 1975: 179). Her second point is to destabilise 

the act of defining prostitution and prostitutes, and to problematise the labelling of 

prostitutes as sexually deviant. 

The problem of studies like Rosenblum's for Carrington (1983:46), is that analysing 

prostitution as an aspect of the non-deviant female sex role fails to elucidate the 

fundamental reasons why the situation of unequal power between the genders arises in 

the first place, or why women may become dependent on their sexual attractiveness and 

availability. It is thus not a failure to see prostitution as deviant but a failure to ask 

why the female sex role is formed in such a manner. As Smart (1977:69) insists, by 

not explaining the social, historical or cultural inequalities manifest in the sexual 

division of labour, such theorists "cannot substantially challenge the prevailing belief 

that sex roles and gender differences are natural". These criticisms are related to the 

more general censure of labelling theory (see for example Downes and Rock 1990: 185- 

191), though these two critiques have, of course, a feminist basis. 



Two more recent studies that use the concept of labelling but are informed by a feminist 

perspective are James, Davis and Vitiliano (1982), and James and Davis" (1982). 

Both studies use Rosenblum's (1975) analysis, examining those factors that move a 

woman from a situation of primary deviance to one of secondary deviance. Using 

empirical evidence gained from a questionnaire from streetwalkers about early sexual 

experiences'", and comparing this information with a group of female offenders 

questioned on the same material, James et a1 (1982) identified that early negative sexual 

experiences (including molestation, rape, incest) and early negative labelling (the 

proportion of adult prostitutes labelled promiscuous or a prostitute at the time of their 

first intercourse is five times as great as for non-prostitutes) "are influential factors in 

the drift towards female sexual deviance" (James et a1 1982: 175). They concluded that 

"sexual experiences in adolescence, defined primarily by a male culture, may be 

influential in setting the stage for an overly narrow sexual role repertoire. Sex role 

slippage may then slide the young woman from normal into a committed deviant life- 

style" (James et a1 1982: 192). 

Comparable is James and Davis' (1982) proposal that prostitution be treated by scholars 

as a sexual role 'transgression'. Organised around the question "What are some typical 

contingencies that occur in the course of female sexual development that contribute to 

a devalued self and facilitate the movement into female sexual deviance?", James and 

Davis discovered that "early negative events create a 'funnel' effect that increasingly 

narrows the options of alternative roles" (James and Davis 1982: 346). Clearly, these 

two studies, whilst citing Rosenblum (1975), have not taken her central premise on 

board. Rather than recognising that the choice to be a prostitute is to be found within 

l 3  The Davis to which these references refer is not the Davis of functionalist fame, 
previously mentioned. 

l4 The questionnaire canvassed the occurrence of incest, the original source of 
information about sex, age at first sexual intercourse, trouble associated with sexual 
intercourse (which may have included parents' anger, molestationirape, 
pregnancy/abortion/VD) as well as number of times with first partner, and whether or 
not force was used in sexual intercourse. 



the female sex role, these studies have continued a focus on her deviance from other 

women, specifically the sexual nature of her 'transgression'. '' 

Whilst the labelling perspective is still evident in feminist theorists7 research designs 

and conclusions on prostitutes and prostitution (Smart 1984), it has been re-appraised 

and condemned as unsuitable for examining the deviance of women. In a similar 

fashion to Carrington (1983) and Smart (1  98 l ) ,  Leonard (1 982) states that interactionists 

are unable to explain the significant facts of differing crime rates among different social 

groups (ie. women as opposed to men). As such, the most recent feminist interventions 

on prostitution as deviance have come from criminology (Scutt 1990; Heidensohn 1985; 

Carlan 1985; Edwards 1985; Smart 1985; Smart 1977). As Brown (1986:358) notes, 

however, feminist criminology has been mainly about critique of both "past 

criminological theory and the allegedly corresponding treatment -of women by the 

criminal justice system". 

This is borne out in feminist criminology which seeks to "develop earlier analyses of 

prostitutes as victims of sexually repressive legislation and male exploitation and 

control " (Edwards 1985:43). There is the recognition for example, that law, policy, 

legislation and theory do not address the subordinate position of women, the assumption 

that sexual stratification is a reflection of the natural order of things and the realisation 

that sexual deviation as it is currently defined is a further illustration of cultural 

attitudes toward women's sexuality (Smart 1977: 107). More recently, Smart (198551) 

has attempted to "shift concentration away from elements of self-evident discrimination 

in legislation to the less self-evident question of ideologies of female sexuality which 

lS As such, these two studies are more closely aligned (in method and in guiding 
premises) with the psychological studies previously discussed. They have been included 
for discussion at this point due to the nature of the research cited in their studies and 
their place (ie journal) of publication. They also highlight some of the problems 
associated with labelling theory. Specifically, the lack of emphasis on social structure 
within labelling theory, and the preoccupation of both sociology and psychology with 
the relationship between the social and the individual, means that in some instances their 
research will overlap. Certainly this overlap can be demonstrated in the studies of 
prostitutes by Bryan (1 966) Young (1 964), Jackman, 07Toole and Geis (1 963), Hirschi 
(1962), and Rolph (1955)' which, whilst clearly aligned with the school of symbolic 
interactionism, nevertheless draw some psychological conclusions about the prostitute 
subjects in their studies. 



inform the enforcement and the development of law". Specifically, it is the positioning 

of prostitutes as sexual objects which Smart (1985:51) claims reinforces prostitutes' 

"special status as denigrated legal subjects and helps to preserve legislation which is 

harsh and repressive". Whilst there is no denying the validity of these claims, or their 

effectiveness in challenging the defining characteristic of the prostitute as sexually 

deviant, Brown's (1986:367) awareness that they have "failed to be sufficiently critical 

of the discipline itself" is accurate. Allen (1989:35) concurs, but takes Brown's critique 

further when she asks "who have been the subjects and objects of the generalist 

criminological gaze in the absence of the thoroughgoing specification of sex? Not 

women, obviously; but clearly and equally, not men". In light of this, Allen (1989:36) 

advocates a different approach: 

Instead of adding 'women7 as a neglected topic, if feminists must continue 
working in criminology, they would do well to avow the place of men, to 
'reinsert the male body into the discourses from which it has been expunged'. A 
corollary of this may be to reject the notion of 'crime' as a sexually neutral 
category, a human activity, avowing instead its sex specificity. 

As Allen (1989) has recognised, it is not possible to simply include women in these 

theories, "for their exclusion (and men's inclusion as disembodied beings), forms a 

fundamental structuring principle and key assumption of patriarchal discourses" (Gross 

1986: 191). Whilst the implications of this in policy, theory, legislation and law, for 

women generally and prostitutes more specifically, will be addressed in Chapter Five, 

this also points to the problems feminists face when working within the parameters of 

the master discourse they are subsequently challenging. How feminists have asserted 

a feminist conceptualisation of prostitution beyond such parameters is the focus of the 

next chapter. 

Interestingly, and following on from Allen (1989), it is clear that within both the 

sociology of deviance and criminology, attention is only given to the prostitute. This 

of course ignores the demand half of the prostitution contract, despite the fact that many 

more men than women are involved in prostitution.16 The client is never addressed 

l6 The Criminal Justice Commission (CJC) of Queensland, in their report on 
prostitution (tabled in Queensland Parliament in 1991), provided what they termed 
"some very crude estimates" based on the information gained from those sex workers 
interviewed for their report. "It appears there are approximately 700 sex workers 



as deviant or otherwise by sociologists of deviance because the male is not considered 

deviant (sexually or otherwise) in buying sex. As in the functionalist account, the male 

(if he is recognised) is in this situation, as in all sexual encounters, 'acting naturally'. 

If anything, he is in a less problematic position within prostitution, which is more 

'honest'. 

The capacity of the sociology of deviance in its various forms to understand and explain 

the prostitute has been significantly challenged since the 1980s by the notion of 

prostitution as work. In an attempt to undermine any notion of the prostitute as 

sexually deviant, social theorists have moved her from the private to the public sphere, 

and positioned her as a worker first and foremost. The implications of this have been 

mixed for feminist theorists. She is rarely discussed as sexually deviant in this 

literature, but often the significance of her sex (and thus the recognition of the 

relationship between being a prostitute and the female sex role) is positioned as 

insignificant. The future of sexual relations becomes one of universal prostitution. 

1.6. Prostitution as a Career: 

the dominance of an economic explanation. 

They [the prostitutes] refer to themselves as 'working girls' or simply 'workers'. 
The men who visit them are called 'customers' or, more often 'clients', and their 
payment is a 'fee' or 'pay'. The owner or manager of a brothel is called 'the 
boss' and the employees are 'staff' or, in the case of prostitutes 'the workers'. 
Time spent with-a client is known as 'a job' or 'a session', and the period 
involved is referred to as the prostitute's 'time'. The brothel is sometimes called 
'the workplace', and the time spent there is known as 'a shift' (Perkins 1991: 10- 
11). 

operating in Queensland on a full or part-time basis. The sex [sexual encounters] per 
sex worker was 15 and in a slow week the median number of clients per sex worker 
was five. If one were to be very conservative in estimating the number of visits by 
clients to sex workers in Queensland one would take the lesser figure of five ... 
Accordingly . . . the number of visits per week for the entire state of Queensland would 
be 3500. Multiply that figure by 52 and that comes to 182 000 per annum". If it was 
presumed that each prostitute had one regular customer out of five, who returned each 
week, there would still be 109 200 clients per annum to be considered (CJC 1991:211). 



The rnost recent hypothesis that has focused on the seller of sexual services is loosely 

influenced by social theories of work. Whilst most studies discussed thus far have 

included economic aspects in their analysis, they have not seen the economic transaction 

as the pivotal dimension. 

Not surprisingly, those studies drawn from an economic framework stress the 

continuities between prostitution and work. This connection has continued to gain in 

popularity since the 1970s, due to the support it has acquired from feminists (Millet 

1971), civil libertarians, contract theorists and the legal profession (for a summary of 

these positions see Richards 1979). Nevertheless, two separate and competing 

discourses can be discerned in the literature: prostitution as women's work and 

prostitution as work like any other. Whilst the former takes into consideration the 

structural elements that impede women's equal access to the labour market, the latter 

advocates that the selling of sexual services should not be considered different (morally, 

philosophically or legally) from the selling of medical or legal services, for example. 

Despite these fundamental differences, this approach is generally united in its movement 

away from psychological and psychoanalytic ways of knowing the prostitute as 

abnormal or perverted, and motivated to shift judgment from the idea that prostitutes 

are deviant. Moreover, the question "why do women become prostitutes?" loses some 

of its vitality when the economic transaction is considered pivotal. As Reynolds 

(1986:vii) asserts, her study of the economics of prostitution does not ask why people 

become prostitutes because basically they do it for the money. 

The study of prostitution as women's work is embroiled in the discourses of patriarchy 

and capitalism and thus is shaped by the rival (and some would say incompatible) 

theories of feminism and marxism (Campioni and Gross 1983; Pringle 1988a). There 

have been a number of different responses to the analysis of women's work generally, 

and prostitution in particular. Game and Pringle (1983:14) summarise the two 

approaches that have characterised feminist understanding of women's work: 

it is argued that the sexual division of labour has acquired an organic or 
institutional existence within capitalism, but, even so, it is seen as sometl~ing 
taken over by capitalism and used to its benefit ... [alternatively] the sexual 
division of labour is not 'functional' to capitalism but, rather, is a defining feature 
of it, as central as wage labour or surplus value. 



The former approach, which will be understood as a socialist feminist approach for 

reasons of clarity, dominates the feminist analysis of prostitution as women's work, 

understanding patriarchal relations (of which the sexual division of labour is paramount) 

to take their particular form from the dominant mode of production. As McDonough 

and Harrison (1978:12) explain, "although patriarchal subjection exists, it is not 

necessarily and automatically the case that patriarchy is the main structure within which 

women are subjected, but rather that the precise character of the operation of patriarchal 

relations is shaped within the historical concreteness of a mode of production". Thus 

the task of theoretical work becomes the discernment of the "exact interrelation at 

specific moments in history between mode of production and structures of patriarchy" 

(McDonough and Harrison 1978: 12; see also West 1982; Hargreaves 1982). 

Socialist feminist accounts of prostitution thus stress the complex relationship between 

gender and class oppression. For example, Carrington (1983) theorises that a woman's 

move into prostitution is directly related to the social and economic conditions of 

women in capitalist patriarchal society. The preconditions for the commercialisation 

of sex are thus both class specific and gender specific. "Women", she states, "are in 

peril of becoming sex workers more so than men because the structuring of sexual 

inequality gives rise to their particular proletarianisation and economic deprivation as 

a group " (Carrington 1983: 84). Further, prostitution is considered the only 

predominantly female occupation regarded as both financially rewarding and outside the 

monotonous discipline and exploitation of the capitalist workplace (Carrington 1983: 85). 

Whilst on the one hand such feminists acknowledge the sexed nature of the work 

contract they are outlining, they ultimately dismiss this in the face of a determinist 

economic theory. Predisposing factors are recognised but based on an economic theory 

of vulnerability, which is then placed in a gender framework. The economic and 

gendered factors are considered separately, and attempts to explain why this 

"commercial sex" option is not available to men in similar economic positions is 

couched in terms of a hierarchy of economic susceptibility: 

The clustering of women in secondary labour market jobs, high female 
unemployment, and the particular difficulty of women to find jobs in economic 
recessions, inadequate wages, welfare benefits and student financing as well as the 
lack of structural alternatives available to women to earn similar amounts of 



renumeration to that of the sex worker are contributory factors which compel 
women to work as sex workers (Carrington 1983:84; see also Foltz 1979). 

When McCleod (1982) examined prostitution in England she explained it as not only 

the outcome of women's disadvantaged social position in the context of a capitalist 

society, but also due to women's relative poverty (which secures sex as their most 

saleable commodity), and women's responsibility for childcare and domestic labour 

(which precludes them from full-time work outside the home). More specifically, 

McCleod (1982: 17) compared prostitutes' earnings with figures for women's and men's 

average earnings in England at the time of the study and discovered that "prostitutes' 

earnings place them in the middle to high income band when compared with men's 

earnings". She also ascertained that "the hourly rate for prostitution also far exceeds 

that for outwork, the other option open to women who want or need to stay at home . . . 

a prostitute's income is also excellent when compared with what a single parent on a 

Supplementary Benefit may receive". Whilst McCleod (1 982:20) stated that "such a 

situation is not being put forward as the only reason why women are attracted to 

working as prostitutes", most of her other considerations can be placed within the 

general socialist feminist framework: 

The further attractions of prostitution lie in conditions surrounding women's 
employment more generally. In choosing to become prostitutes as an escape from 
impoverishment women are not dealing with a situation that is unique to them . . . 
Greater numbers of women than men do, however, have difficulty in attaining a 
comfortable level of subsistence in their own right through a conventional job. 
This is partly because of the comparative scarcity of well paid employment for 
women on the labour market. It is also because of the widespread acceptance of 
the idea among men and women that whatever else, women are primarily 
responsible for child care and domestic labour; so they have to find some way of 
combining a lucrative job with those tasks (McCleod 1982:29). 

Such an approach fails to take into account the way gender relations shape class 

relations: "rather than just making women 'visible' there [must be] a concern with 

gender as an organising principle of work relations" (Pringle 1988:ix). Of most 

significance for an analysis of prostitution as women's work is the "importance of the 

ideological and the symbolic in constructing the 'economic"'. Whilst the sexual 

division of labour is also central to this revised feminist position, the difference lies in 

its formulation in relation to capitalism. For Pringle (1988b:2 13-2 14)' the sexual 

division of labour is not functional for capitalism but integral to it. Thus the 



worklhome division gains its meaning through the dualisms of publiclprivate, 

culturelnature, masculinelfeminine. Women are thus defined in opposition to work, the 

public sphere and culture, whilst work and the public sphere actually gain their meaning 

from this opposition. "The public world of work sets itself up as the opposite of . .. 
[personal, emotional, the concrete and the particular]: it is rational, abstract, ordered" 

(Pringle 1988b3214). This is not to argue that women's entrance into prostitution has 

nothing to do with their limited earning capacity and disadvantaged economic position 

in relation to men, but rather to state that this is not the only reason that women have 

the choice to sell their bodies in the capitalist market. This thesis is based on the 

premise that women are only ever a sexual body in the public sphere. As will be 

demonstrated in Chapter Five, this fact explains why men can demand that such a 

product be available for them in the public sphere, and how women can recognise that 

their largest earning capacity revolves around their sexual body. The implications of 

this way of knowing prostitution have yet to make an impact in feminist theories of 

prostitution and the reasons for this will be discussed in greater detail in the subsequent 

chapters. Interestingly, whilst the direction of this thesis implies a recognition of the 

sexual and embodied nature of the prostitution contract, a recent feminist account of 

prostitution as work is based on the position that it is work like any other. 

In 1991, Perkins' Working Girls was launched at the first sex industry conference in 

Australia. Like McCleod (1982) and Carrington (1983), Perkins (1991) gained much 

of her information from interviews with prostitutes and perpetuated the prostitutes' 

understanding of their work, but unlike McCleod and Carrington, Perkins placed her 

findings within a feminist libertarian framework, ironically dismissing the gender aspect 

of the work under consideration. Whilst Perkins recognised the strong economic 

motivation for women entering prostitution, she claimed that it is the same for anyone 

entering the workforce: 

In the sense that prostitutes exchange labour for cash, it is little different to the 
everyday exchange of non-sexual labour for cash. Doctors, chartered 
accountants, lawyers, typists and tradesmen also exchange their labours or skills 
for cash. The argument that prostitutes are different to these is that they enter an 
intimate arrangement with another person by physical contact with that person's 
sexual parts. Prostitutes counter-argue by saying that they do not feel emotionally 
intimate with their clients and that many of their services do not include sex. 



Besides, doctors also make a living which include physical contact with the sexual 
parts of their patients (Perkins 1991:9- 10). 

Moreover, Perkins (1991:389) chose to downplay the unequal power relations between 

men and women - a relation that feminists would argue is integral to the existence of 

prostitution - when she stated that the problem with the writings of feminist scholars on 

prostitution "is in equating prostitution's sexual interactions with those of most social 

situations in which women find themselves subjected to patriarchal conditions". Whilst 

she recognised that in theory and in the "patriarchal imagination" it is the same, 

"beneath the surface prostitutes are more like the ancient Roman 'prostituto', in which 

the women were rebels of the patriarchy rather than totally subservient to it" (Perkins 

1991 : 390). Whilst this neatly side-steps the larger issue of the reasons for prostitution's 

existence, it also perpetuates a specific historical knowing of the prostitute as outside 

of, or separate from, the social and cultural confines of her society. The implications 

of this, and its popularity for both feminist and mainstream theorists of prostitution, will 

be discussed in greater detail in the next section. 

When Ericsson attempted a philosophical assessment of prostitution, he was more than 

a little influenced by an economic formulation (influenced by contract theory rather than 

socialist feminism). His organising hypothesis is based on the assumption that 

prostitution is "a contractual relation in which services are traded" (Ericsson 1980:353), 

and as such he places prostitution on a continuum with other professions. Since the 

prostitute is not selling herself but her sexual services, Ericsson can maintain that the 

prostitute's position is analogous to a variety of other services on offer. Thus the 

prostitute who masturbates her customer is akin to the assistant nurse whose job it is 

to take care of the intimate hygiene of disabled patients (Ericsson 1980:342). The risks 

of the job through injury to her person are comparable to the miner who also runs 

considerable risks in his job (Ericsson 1980:343). 

His discovery that both the lawyer and the hooker expect financial rewards from their 

clients for their services, and that in both cases the economic motive might have been 

a major causal factor in the choice of their respective professions, leads him to ask, 

"how interesting is it to say of a commercial phenomena that it has economic causes?" 

(Ericsson 1980:346). This is insightful on the one hand - an obsession with the causes 



of entry into prostitution has led to neglect of other areas of investigation. However, 

it reduces prostitution to an economic relation and fails to account for the sexed nature 

of the specific contract being outlined. 

Ericsson also adopts a biologically determinist framework similar to that of 

functionalism with his claim that sexual needs, like ciothing, shelter and food, are a 

necessity of life and that there is no more reason to despise the sex market and those 

engaged in it than there is to despise the food market and those engaged in it (Ericsson 

1980:341). "Coition", he states, "resembles nourishment in that if it cannot be obtained 

in any other way it can always be bought. And bought meals are not always the worst" 

(Ericsson 1980:355). This biological understanding of sexuality as a need similar to 

food is a long standing justification for prostitution, and simply serves to vindicate the 

male demand (this will be discussed in greater detail in chapters three and four). What 

it also achieves is both a clouding and a desexualising of the contract; both men and 

women buy food, but only men buy sex. 

This is further perpetuated in Ericsson's conclusions which centre on his proposals for 

"sound prostitution". Sound prostitution exists in a social climate freed ffom emotional 

prejudice, is an occupation freely chosen, is legal as prostitutes are recognised as 

fulfilling a socially valuable function, while prostitutes are not economically exploited 

and, finally, the service is equally available to both sexes (Ericsson 1980:365-366). It 

is difficult to decide whether this is simply idealistic or naive. The debate over the 

future of prostitution is not the point of this discussion. Nevertheless, it is necessary 

to realise that prostitution is organised through, and constituted within, the current 

organisation of modern liberal democracies. The current social conditions of 

prostitution's existence is that of unequal sexual, social, economic and political power 

between men and women. It is this that allows women's bodies to be available for men 

to buy in the public sphere. That prostitution may or may not give some women access 

to a sense of freedom or power is thus relevant to feminist conceptualisations, but must 

be placed within the reality of prostitution. Prostitution constitutes one of the only 

professions in which women can earn consistently higher wages than men, and in which 

women's earning capacity is significant, but exists precisely because women's greatest 

earning capacity revolves around their sexual bodies. By theorising prostitution in an 



economic sense, the existence of prostitution in a sexual and embodied sense is 

over looked. 

Moreover, Ericsson7s theory rests largely upon the ability of the prostitute's sexual 

services to be separated from her body. In contract theory to sell a body rather than 

services is paramount to slavery. As will be demonstrated in Chapter Five, whether 

any employee can actually separate his or her body from the service offered, and 

whether women can enter into a contract on the same footing as men (given her 

positioning in civil society), are points of contention between political contract theory 

and feminist theory. This thesis will argue in detail in Chapter Five that the differential 

relationship between women's and men's status in the public sphere has ramifications 

for their respective capacity and motivation for disembodiment. 

Whether Ericsson's conclusions on the future of a sexually free society are partly a 

result of feminist challenges to the notion of prostitution as sexual deviance is difficult 

to ascertain. This thesis will demonstrate that such a direction is no more useful for 

reconfiguring the dualisms that paralyse feminist thought and action than is the 

psychological notion of her as sexually deviant. In spite of this trend in social theory, 

the traditional histories of prostitution continue to identify the prostitute as female. 

Nevertheless, their focus on prostitution as the oldest profession tends to position 

prostitutes as the oldest workers. Historical analyses thus appear to have more in 

common with recent sociological and feminist assertions than with notions of the 

prostitute as sexually deviant. However, as will be discussed in Chapter Three, the 

historical continuity and thus 'normality7 of prostitution has more to do with the way 

in which these historians view the client than the way in which they understand the 

prostitute. 

1.7. The Prostitute as the Oldest Worker: 

the history of prostitution. 

Historical analyses of prostitution are of two sorts. The first limit their study to a 

particular time and place, the second make claims to prostitution as the "oldest 



profession" and thus conduct a grand tour of prostitution through the ages. Whilst the 

former are a relatively new phenomenon, becoming popular from the mid 1970s. the 

latter still have a stranglehold on common perceptions of the institution, especially in 

the media and recent policy. Whereas the former demonstrate the iniluence of feminist 

and sociological problematisations of the notion of prostitution as sex always with the 

same meaning, the latter hold firmly to just this belief. 

Historical claims of the second variety are established by whirlwind tours from 

Babylonian temple priestesses to modern day street prostitutes to convince the reader 

of the continuities and prove the inevitability (sad or otherwise) of the profession for 

women, based on its function for society. One hypothesis that prostitution is the oldest 

profession is based on descriptive histories of prostitutive acts that place the selling of 

sex beyond civilisation itself. When Lacroix (1926) chronicles the history of 

prostitution he bases discussion on the premise that prostitution "has existed in all 

centuries and amongst all peoples". Further, his belief that "prostitution goes back to 

the origin of peoples, to the infancy of societies" leads him to contend that "true 

prostitution began in the world on that day when woman sold herself as a commodity". 

For Lacroix, this day occurred prior to civilisation, "in a state of simple hature" when 

the woman used sex to obtain food and/or adornment (1926:5-7). 

However, it is in the realm of civilisation that most historians place the significance of 

the world's oldest profession (Henriques 1962-63; Schreiber 1967; Burford 1973, 1976; 

Evans 1979). Records of prostitutive acts in Ancient Greece, Egypt of the Pharaohs 

and Imperial Rome, place the current practice of prostitution on a continuum with these 

sexual acts. The purpose of Henriques' two volume historical analysis was to "select 

certain phases in the history of venal sexual activity, which appeared to be significant, 

and to discuss them in terms of their contexts and evolution with a view to establishing 

a general hypothesis regarding the nature and function of prostitution in human society" 

(Henriques 1963: 14). Thus his analysis moves from sacred prostitution in Asia Minor, 

West Africa and southern India, to the world of the geisha, to London in the eighteenth 

century, to the contemporary situation in the U.S.A. This movement between historical 

periods, geographical locations and cultural and social systems is performed effortlessly 

by Henriques. 



Whilst Bullough and Bullough recognise in their historical analysis that "what is 

prostitution in one society, would not be in another", the attempt is still made to 

chronicle the history of prostitution. Thus the origins of prostitution are theorised, and 

like Henriques, analysis moves unproblematically from the ancient near east, through 

the Greeks and Romans to medieval Europe, and onto the contemporary American 

scene (Bullough and Bullough 1987). Thus, the continuities are stressed over and above 

the discontinuities, and the assumption that prostitution has always existed is the guiding 

principle for its subsequent discovery in all societies at all times. 

Whilst the intention may not be to place the institution in the realm of the inevitable, 

this is ultimately the result. The selling of sexual services is treated ahistorically. 

Bassermann exemplifies this approach when he maintains: 

The attractions of such a journey through the centuries are mainly due to the 
prizes which it offers ... So I have used this [historical] framework merely to 
round off the central picture. I was also obliged to do so on practical grounds, 
since the hordes of nameless prostitutes are not only timeless but also have no 
history and can therefore be understood from their present representatives alone 
(Basserman 1967: x) . 

Although she is not an historian, Travis, in her summary of the main tenets of historical 

analysis into prostitution exemplifies current perceptions of the historical understanding 

of prostitution. Travis (1983:37) concluded that "the type of prostitution existing in any 

one society is a reflection of that society's structure, its family institution and its 

attitudes towards sexual behaviour and the role of women" and thus both seized and 

missed the point. The point is that prostitution is considered by Travis as a natural part 

of the social order, such that a change in some aspect of society will only change the 

type of prostitution evident. It is not considered that we impose our modern 

understanding of prostitution (or variations thereof) on the past, and remove the 

meaning the activity may have had for the society concerned. This anachronistic 

understanding of prostitution is due in part to its redirection as "sex", which for many 

social theorists (historical and otherwise) places it in the domain of the natural, or in 

the nebulous realm between the natural and the social. 

Some feminist theorists have also been guilty of this ahistorical grand tour of 

prostitution through the ages. Whilst the motivation may be laudable - to discover the 



oppression of women in history or to unearth a time when prostitution was considered 

a respectable and honoured profession - the results are studies that perpetuate the notion 

of the "oldest profession". Perkins (1986:90) states that "few professions have had 

quite the same complete changes in fortune as prostitution. It has been understood in 

dramatically different terms at different times - from those of religious veneration to 

those of social outcast". Perkins is, of course, tracing a time line of prostitution, 

beginning in the fourth century A.D., when "St Augustine compared prostitution to a 

palace sewer" (Perkins 1986:91). Perkins is not an historian, but her understanding of 

prostitution as the oldest profession is supported by other feminist historical accounts. 

For example, Lerner's expose of temple prostitution in ancient Mesopotamia is 

prompted by historical writing that understands prostitution as the oldest profession, 

"thus making prostitution appear as a 'natural' by-product of human social formation, 

needing no explanation" (1986:236). Moreover, whilst she does agree that "in sexually 

permissive societies [prostitution] is often rare because it is unnecessary" (Lerner 

1986:236), she maintains that such an explanation "does not explain under what 

conditions prostitution arises and becomes institutionalised in a given society" (Lerner 

1986:236). Like feminists before her, Lerner turns to Engels and his "insight that the 

origin of prostitution derives both from changing attitudes toward sexuality and from 

certain religious beliefs, and that changes in economic and social conditions at the time 

of the institutionalisation of private property and of slavery affected sexual relations" 

(Lerner 1986:237). Thus we are alerted to "the essential nexus between sexual and 

social relations " (Lerner 1986:237). 

To understand the historical development of prostitution, Lerner claims that we need 

to "examine its relationship to the sexual regulation of all women in archaic states and 

its relationship to the enslavement of females" (Lerner 1986:238). However, to achieve 

this, Lerner spends much of her time dismissing the most widely accepted explanation 

of the origin of prostitution, namely, that it derives from temple prostitution. To do 

this Lerner (1986:238-246) makes the distinction between what she terms sacred 

prostitution (that performed within a religious context) and commercial prostitution. 

She concludes that commercial prostitution did not develop out of temple prostitution. 

This discovery puts paid to much of the historical 'observations' previously cited and 

points to the difficulty of defining prostitution and identifying prostitutes. This study 



is thus not ahistorical in the same way as other analyses. However, Lerner does not 

use this re-reading of primary texts to challenge such observations. Rather, her socialist 

orientations produce the claim that only commercial prostitution in ancient times should 

be placed on a continuum with later forms of prostitution. She thus seeks to describe 

the origins of commercial prostitution, which "derived directly from the enslavement 

of women and the formation of classes . . . [and] the pauperisation of farmers" (Lerner 

1986:247): 

Children of both sexes were given up for debt pledges or sold for 'adoption'. Out 
of such practices, the prostitution of female family members for the benefit of the 
head of the family could readily develop ... By the middle of the second 
millennium B.C., prostitution was well established as a likely occupation for the 
daughters of the poor" (Lerner 1986:247). 

Here the influence of Engels is evident. What is also apparent is that Lerner has not 

considered it necessary to problematise why poor women sold sex, especially since 

'children of both sexes' were sold for adoption. The previously cited criticisms of 

Game and Pringle (1983) with regard to the socialist feminist analysis of prostitution 

as women's work, are also relevant in this context as is Golder and Allen's (1979) 

critique of the historical analyses of prostitution from the marxist perspective. In these 

accounts, according to Golder and Allen (1979: 17), there is no recognition that 

"heterosexuality is women's work in patriarchal societies". 

Since the 1970s, grand narratives have been replaced with historical analyses of 

prostitution in a particular time and place. Most analyses are aware of the relations 

between the sexual and the social and are interested in the changing nature of 

prostitution across a limited time and place. For example, Hapke (1982) reviewed the 

depiction of prostitution in nineteenth century United States literature. Gronewald 

(1982) examined the changing status of the prostitute in nineteenth and twentieth century 

China. Pivar (1981) analysed the effect of the British Contagious Diseases Acts on 

other parts of the Empire, specifically India. Leonard and Walliman (1979) discussed 

the change in the treatment and view of prostitutes by frontier cattle town residents as 

the town grew and developed in the late nineteenth century (see also Mazo Karras 1989; 

Wade Labarge 1986; Sissons 1977; Brundage 1976; Acton, Goldsmith and Shepard 

1974 for further examples of this way of writing the history of prostitution). 



These studies are not without their own problems. Whilst they do not directly support 

the idea that prostitution is the oldest profession, they do not in any sense problematise 

the category of the prostitute. For these historians of particularity (as with those of the 

grand narrative), the prostitute is as readily identifiable in medieval England (Mazo 

Karras 1989) as she is in frontier cattle towns of the late nineteenth century (Leonard 

and Walliman 1979). She is identifiable because she is defined from within present 

ways of knowing the prostitute (as economic worker or sexual deviant), and as such, 

her actions and her motives are similarly characterised across locations and centuries. 

For this reason, such studies do not challenge the notion that the prostitute is the oldest 

worker. Instead they simply describe in more detail her life within prostitution. 

In contrast, some feminist historians of prostitution that discuss a particular time and 

place are aware of the problems of categorisation, the shifting meaning of 'being a 

prostitute', and the changing context of 'prostitution'. For example, Golder and Allen 

(1979: 17) trace the restructuring of the prostitution industry in New South Wales from 

the late nineteenth to the earlier twentieth century. They are interested in placing 

heterosexual prostitution in a capitalist system within the realm of women's work, 

because "women in capitalist systems have always gained their livelihood by selling a 

service or services, which have been seen as specific to women as a sex". Their 

analysis of the changing face of prostitution, from a self-employing female trade to a 

structurally proletarianised industry controlled by the underworld, demonstrates the 

changing position of the 'prostitute' in society. According to Golder and Allen 

(1979: 18), in the second half of the nineteenth century: 

Street walking, soliciting in hotel bars, places of public recreation and transport 
were all perfectly permissible, as was taking clients to hotels, boarding houses, 
parks, paddocks or railway yards . . . Formal obstacles to taking up the trade were 
very few and official regulation was minimal. Prostitutes who wished to support 
male pimps also encountered few legal impediments in the late 19th century . . . 
They remained independent of the beginnings of the nascent criminal underworld 
and could give up their work if their circumstances changed. 

However, criminalising the act of soliciting and the enactment of the Contagious 

Diseases Act (in the context of increased regulation of the liquor trade, increasing 

anxiety about the spread of venereal disease and concern about the quality of life of the 

working class) made it more difficult for freelance prostitutes to avoid arrest. They 



gradually ceased to be self-employed and became instead employees. Moreover, whilst 

itinerant, casual and part-time prostitution "continued into the 20th century" (mainly 

because these workers were less accessible to police and official scrutiny they remained 

unquantifiable and enigmatic), "wartime and inter-war prison, court and newspaper 

records reveal an expansion of 20th century police activity against prostitutes and 

suggest that the police paid increasing attention to casual and part-time workers (Golder 

and Allen 1979: 19). 

Apart from the different conditions, Golder and Allen (1979:20) reveal a very different 

understanding of being a prostitute by the women themselves. They describe it as an 

"unsentimental attitude to their own bodies and sexuality [and] they did not see, or 

make a rigid distinction between recreational sex and commercial sex". This is very 

different to the reports by today's prostitutes. As will be discussed in Chapter Five, 

all make an important distinction between sex with lovers and sex with clients. It is 

clear that the modern dichotomies of work and home, public and private were of little 

relevance to how nineteenth century 'prostitutes' understood themselves or their work. 

Moreover, as Golder and Allen (1979:20) report, "the relatively unorganised character 

of late 19th century Sydney prostitution reinforced these attitudes . . . with 'many women 

involved in clandestine affairs and part-time prostitution simultaneously". 

In a similar fashion, Daniels (1984) examined prostitution in Tasmania during a period 

of transition from penal settlement to 'civilised society'. However, her project is as 

much a critique of previous histories of Australian women as it is a re-reading of 

primary documents and a reconstruction of the history of prostitution in Tasmania. 

Like Golder and Allen (1979), Daniels (1984:29) recognised "the ambiguity surrounding 

the use of the word prostitution [especially] when one class describe[d] the behaviour 

of another [and that] the stereotype of convict woman as whore [arose] in the gap 

between working class morality and middle class expectations". As such, part of her 

purpose was to "deconstruct the categories of 'good' and 'bad' women altogether and 

explor[e] the key conceptual problem: the meaning of prostitution" (Daniels 1984:22- 

23). Daniels (1984:23) was also aware that the state was central in both the 

categorisation of women into good and bad and the tacit recognition of the compatible 

relationship (for men) between prostitution and marriage: 



The increase in legislation relating to 'common prostitutes' .. . had the effect not 
of suppression but of locking into a cycle of surveillance women marked out as 
'available to all men' . . . [and of creating] conditions in which prostitutes, thought 
to be, in bourgeois ideology, outcasts or pariahs, came to conform more closely 
to that image (Daniels 1984:67). 

She maintained that "clearly it is necessary to make finer distinctions between 

prostitution and other relationships and to look more closely at the social meaning of 

the terminology of prostitution" (Daniels 1984:28). In an attempt to break down the 

categories of good and bad women, Daniels (1984:38) discussed "the extent to which 

jobs other than prostitution involved a sexual transaction". In convict Tasmania it 

appears that "convict servants were seen as women whose sexual services had been 

acquired along with their domestic labour" and that for free women in domestic service, 

"sexual harassment was a hazard which went with the job" (Daniels 1984:38). 

Other histories of prostitution by feminist historians follow closely the examples of 

Golder and Allen (1979) and Daniels (1986). Walkowitz (1982) traces the changing 

face of prostitution and the changing definition of being a prostitute in Victorian 

England and Rosen (1982) looks at a similar transition in America between 1900 and 

1918 (see also Mahood 1990; Finnegan 1979; White 1986). All are interested in the 

last two centuries, and this is significant since it has been clearly demonstrated that 

current ways of knowing the prostitute began as the result of the rise of specific 

knowledges and policing practices during this time (Weeks 198 1 : 19-95). This further 

problematises those historical accounts that propose prostitution as the oldest profession. 

The purpose of this chapter has been to elucidate the knowledges that direct current 

research on the prostitute. Whilst the psy-disciplines and sociology vie for dominance 

theoretically, it is clear that the central debate is between notions of the prostitute as 

sexually deviant and notions of her as a worker. That these are also organised within 

the private and the public spheres respectively, foreshadows the centrality of the 

organisation of modern liberal democracies in current ways of understanding 

prostitution. As will be demonstrated in Chapters Three and Five, reasons why the 

client is rarely problematised can also be traced to this organisation of the modern state. 

Moreover, the trend toward a negation of the sexed and sexual nature of the contract 



in theory (as well as in policy and legislation, to be demonstrated in the final chapter) 

is inevitable whilst the notion of the public/private split remains unchallenged. To 

counter the positioning of the prostitute as sexually deviant in the private sphere, 

feminists have asserted her status as worker in the public sphere of rights. Such a 

reconfiguration fails to take into account the implications for a society where women 

sell and men buy sex and thus has clear implications for any attempt to re-articulate a 

feminist theoretical and political agenda. Why this trend continues needs to be more 

clearly revealed. As such, the next chapter introduces the contemporary feminist 

engagement with prostitution outside of the 'master discourses' introduced in this 

chapter. 



CHAPTER TWO. FEMINIST INTERVENTIONS: 

THE PROSTITUTE AS VICTIM OR AGENT? 

2.1. Introduction. 

This chapter has two objectives. The first is to introduce the ways in which both 

nineteenth century and contemporary feminists have discussed prostitutes and 

prostitution. The second is to analyse the connections and disconnections between 

nineteenth century and contemporary feminist interventions - as related by 

contemporary feminists. Interestingly, texts on the history of feminist involvement 

with prostitution constitute the majority of analyses performed by contemporary 

feminists. This concentration may well be the result of two related factors. The 

first is the general increase in feminist scholarship in all academic disciplines. The 

second is a reaction to previous histories that cited prostitution as the 'world's oldest 

profession' and thus relegated it to the realm of the inevitable - a natural part of the 

social order.' Such feminist histories had two aims in mind; to expose the myth of 

the ahistorical nature of prostitution, and to unearth previous feminist struggle, 

considered necessary for political continuity and guidance in the contemporary 

feminist 'struggle'." 

As will be demonstrated in this chapter, such 'recovery' histories constitute the 

majority of the contemporary feminist analyses of nineteenth century feminist 

engagement with prostitutes and prostitution. Moreover, these contemporary 

feminist analyses are, for the most part, divided into two major approaches: the 

libertarian, pro-prostitution position and the conservative, anti-prostitution position. 

Not only does such an agenda accommodate the politically divisive 'prostitution 

For a further discussion of this point see section 1.7 in Chapter One of this 
thesis. 

Gordon and DuBois' (1983:51) conclusion is a very good example of the 
motivation behind feminist 'recovery' history. As they state, "we have something 
women have never enjoyed before - a feminist past, a history of 150 years of 
feminist theory and praxis in the area of sexuality. This is a resource too precious 
to squander, by not learning it, in all its complexity". 



debate' (as outlined in the Introduction), but it also determines how histories of 

nineteenth century feminist involvement with prostitution are to be read. The former 

tends to condemn as 'anti-feminist' in the nineteenth century anything that contained 

a moral/religious tone, whilst the latter embraces as feminist anyone who spoke out 

against male sexuality. 

Re-reading nineteenth century feminist exploits in such a manner represents only two 

alternatives and places them as mutually exclusive. On one side of the contemporary 

feminist debate are those that claim that nineteenth century feminist strategies are 

relevant for the current struggle against female objectification in institutions such as 

prostitution. Characterised as pro-nineteenth century feminist and thus anti- 

prostitution, they are both placed (by journalists, policy makers, prostitutes, civil 

libertarians, moral leaders) and position themselves in the politically divisive 

prostitution debate alongside moral puritans and are stereotyped as anti-sex.3 On 

the other side, contemporary feminists claim that earlier feminist struggles imposed 

the Victorian ideology of morality on female sexuality and thus provided a limited 

world view for women. Characterised as anti-nineteenth century feminist and thus 

pro-prostitution, they position themselves in the politically divisive prostitution 

debate alongside the libertarians and are labelled pro-sex. 

That such 're-readings' of the nineteenth century feminist involvement remove the 

historical context of nineteenth century feminist politics has been recently identified 

by feminist historians (Caine 1992; Kingsley Kent 1987). However, of more 

importance than the 'wrongheadedness' of such approaches historically, is their 

connection with the direction of contemporary feminist analyses. It will be argued 

in this chapter that a dearth of contemporary feminist analyses of both the prostitute 

This positioning is not necessarily adopted by the protagonists in the debate. 
Jeffreys (1986:195) for example, denies such an allegiance, arguing that her 
contemporary position (and what she perceives to be its continuity with nineteenth 
century feminism), offers "a third possibility. This is a revolutionary feminist 
position, which is currently establishing its strength and uniqueness". Nevertheless, 
she recognises that her position, and those feminists with which she aligns herself 
"are being attacked as anti-sex, prudish, puritanical, reactionary and as potential 
allies of the moral majority". 



and the client is related to the dominance of the libertarian reading of the nineteenth 

century feminist strategy as limited, moralising and prudish. 

Heeding the warnings of the libertarian reading of history, contemporary feminists 

have distanced themselves from any position that could be perceived as working 

within notions of the prostitute as the victim of male vice. I t  is this position as 

victim that is considered central to the nineteenth century feminist strategy of 

attacking male vice and upholding female virtue. It will be argued in this chapter 

that this reading has restricted the contemporary feminist platform to articulating the 

prostitute's voice of experience. Whilst such a direction has forced contemporary 

feminists out of a critique centred on the prostitute as victim, the male demand for 

prostitution - the other part of the nineteenth century feminist strategy - remains 

largely unquestioned by contemporary feminists. As will be demonstrated, this 

silence surrounding the client is related to the predominance of the libertarian 

approach to feminist history, and the contemporary dominance of a libertarian 

discourse - politically and theoretically - when issues of sex are to be considered. 

The purpose of this chapter is thus to re-examine contemporary feminist readings of 

nineteenth century feminists during and after their agitation for removal of the 

Contagious Diseases Acts (hereafter the C.D. Acts). It is proposed that a 

contemporary agenda will be discovered and that nineteenth century feminist exploits 

are being re-read with such an agenda in mind. This re-reading will subsequently be 

examined in terms of the effects such a way of knowing nineteenth century feminists 

has had on contemporary feminist interventions in prostitution, and the position that 

it has sanctioned for contemporary feminists with regard to both prostitutes and 

clients. 

The History of Prostitution: 

Feminists on Feminists. 

The purpose of this first section is to examine the feminist history of prostitution. 

Specifically, I will focus on the way in which contemporary feminists have 



characterised nineteenth century feminist involvement with the repeal movement 

against the C.D. Acts from the 1870s. Whilst contemporary feminists concur over 

the actual events and the outcome of the repeal movement, they differ in their 

interpretation of feminist involvement itself. Moreover, the differing interpretations 

of the visions and strategies of nineteenth century feminists influence the perception 

of their (suit)ability to direct current feminist operations with regard to prostitution. 

As Cordon and DuBois (1983:43) assert "we want to look at how these feminist 

strategies changed, so that we can examine historically how we conduct feminist 

campaigns around sexual issues today " 

2.2. The Repeal Movement and the Contagious Diseases Acts. 

From the 1850s sexuality, particularly in the wide area of venereal disease and 
prostitution (allied to fears that Britain would follow Rome into imperial 
decline) enters the heart of Parliamentary debate. The controversy over the 
Contagious Diseases Acts, passed in the 1860s to impose compulsory medical 
examination and registration on working class women suspected of being 
prostitutes in designated garrisons and naval towns, generated an ayalanche of 
controversy and publications. The Acts were the subject of repeated 
Parliamentary inquiries, while the repeal organisations alone published at least 
520 books and pamphlets on venereal disease and prostitution. Between 1870 
and 1885, 17 367 petitions against the Acts, with 2 606 429 signatures were 
presented to the House of Commons, and over 900 public meetings were held 
by supporters of repeal (Weeks 198 1 : 20). 

Weeks, expanding on arguments first proffered in Foucault's (1975) History of 

Sexuality, Volume 1, considers this as part of a larger explosion in the discourses of 

sexuality. He is probably right. However, for the purposes of this chapter, the 

interest is in the middle class feminist contribution to this explosion, as related by 

contemporary feminists. The first thing to realise is that the repeal movement was 

not an homogenous group. Containing both liberals and evangelists, from the very 

beginning it had an agenda of both social justice and morality. As the first annual 

report of the Ladies National Association (hereafter the LNA) explained: 

first the more educated artisans, clerks, warehouseman and tradesmen who 
study politics and are honest devotees of justice to all classes and races; 
second, those with whom religion takes the lead, and with whom virtue and the 
laws of God are the paramount interest ... although each class includes persons 



of the upper ranks ... it appears that it is only in the middle and humbler ranks 
that a great majority is zealous for justice or virtue or both (cited in Walkowitz 
1980a:94, my italics). 

Whilst it appears that such a platform was not contradictory to those within the 

repeal movement, its reconciliation has proved difficult for recent historians, 

especially feminist historians. 

Contemporary feminist historians claim that nineteenth century feminists became 

involved with prostitutes and prostitution during mobilisation against extension of the 

C.D. Acts. In an attempt to control sexually transmitted disease in the armed 

forces, these C.D. Acts were initiated in 1864, 1866 and 1869, in eleven, thirteen 

and then eighteen garrison ports and towns in England and Ireland. The original Act 

provided that a woman identified as a diseased prostitute by a plainclothes member 

of the metropolitan police was to undergo examination. If found diseased, she could 

be detained in a hospital for up to three months. The new clauses of 1866 

"established a system of compulsory periodic fortnightly inspection or examination 

of all known prostitutes under a well organised system of medical police" 

(Walkowitz 1980a: 78). Discovery of disease meant internment in a lock-up hospital 

for a period not exceeding six months, although this was increased to nine months in 

1869. Apart from the infringement on working class women's civil liberty, the 

procedure excluded servicemen from examination. Thus any effect such legislation 

might have had in decreasing the incidence of disease, was rendered totally 

nugatory. Of course, as Mort (1987) asserts, the effect of such legislation for the 

medical profession was not nugatory. Rather, such legislation confirmed their role 

as professionals with an ability to assert their knowledge and extend their networks 

of power, influence and control. As Walkowitz (1 980a: 88-89) maintains: 

by 1869, the Contagious Diseases Acts had been extended well beyond their 
initially defined limits as exceptional legislation for the military. They broke 
new ground as domestic social measures, creating new medical institutions and 
new precedents for police and medical supervision of the poor. 

One result of such state regulation was to guarantee servicemen a clean supply of 

working class women, and as such it legitimised the Victorian double standard of 

sexual morality. 



Organised opposition to the Acts did not emerge until 1869 when the threat of 

extension of the Acts to the north of England became known. Between 1870 and 

1886, when the Acts were repealed, a coalition of feminists, middle class non- 

conformists and radical working men challenged the Acts and called for their repeal. 

'The National Association for the Repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts' was 

formed in 1869 after public success at the 'Social Science Congress' at Bristol. By 

the mid 1880s there were hundreds of branch associations, an annual income of 3000 

pounds and a membership that fluctuated between 334 and 750. Since 'The National 

Association' had excluded women from its first meeting (although it soon opened its 

membership to them), 'The Ladies National Association for the Repeal of the 

Contagious Diseases Acts' was formed in December of 1869, as a parallel but 

separate female organisation: 

By the end of December 1869, a general committee of the LNA had been 
formed and a Ladies Protest published in the Daily News, with 124 signatures 
of prominent feminists and female members of the Society of Friends. The 
protest outlined the essential arguments of the LNA: the acts violated the 'legal 
safeguards hitherto enjoyed by women in common with men'; they allowed 
police absolute power over women; they 'punish the sex who are victims of 
vice and leave unpunished the sex who are the main causes both of the vice 
and its dreaded consequences'; they made vice safe and smoothed the 'path of 
evil' for 'our sons'; and they failed as moral and sanitary legislation (cited in 
Walkowitz 1980a: 93). 

The Ladies Protest, it is claimed, "gave notoriety and vitality to the fledgling repeal 

movement" (Walkowitz 1980a: 93). By 1 87 1, fifty-seven branches had been formed, 

with 811 subscribing members. Walkowitz also ciaims that whilst "leaders of the 

LNA shared the republican and feminist sentiments of the National Association 

executive, they combined these political principles with a religious fervour that 

aroused intense emotional loyalty among their own general membership and 

facilitated outreach work among workingmen and women" (Walkowitz 1980a: 101). 

It is this relationship between religion and politics, social justice and morality 

(peppered with the class issue), that forms the basis for the contradictions in the 

readings of nineteenth century feminist strategies. Whilst all contemporary feminist 

historians concur on the broad events themselves, there is no such agreement when 

these early feminists' exploits around prostitution are analysed in greater detail. 



2.3. Feminists on Feminists. 

With few exceptions, feminist historians have related nineteenth century feminists' 

involvement with prostitutes using a disapproving terminology. Walkowitz 

(1980b: 125), for example, characterised nineteenth century feminists as "hierarchical 

and custodial " particularly when "mothers " (feminists) asserted the right to control 

sexual access to "daughters" (prostitutes), thus subverting current patriarchal right. 

They have been accused of class bias in their dealings with prostitutes, which was 

complicated by "a continued adherence to a separate sphere ideology, that stressed 

women's purity, moral supremacy and domestic virtues " (Walkowitz 1980b: 135). 

Similarly, their approach to prostitution has been described as "conservative" due to 

their acceptance of existing power relations and "patronising" because of 

protectionist strategies, which included opening up their homes into which prostitutes 

could e ~ c a p e . ~  

Gordon and Dubois (1983:42) also maintain that nineteenth century feminist 

strategies were "often moralistic . . . condemn[ing] those whose sexual behaviour 

deviated from their standards". They argue that nineteenth century feminists tended 

to "deny the prostitute any role other than that of passive victim" (Gordon and 

Dubois 1983:43), that they "accepted women's sexual powerlessness with men as 

inevitable" and thus "advocat[ed] what we believe to be a conservative sexual 

politics " , that "was overwhelmingly protectionist in its emphasis" (Gordon and 

Dubois 1983:46). Moreover, such an emphasis "ultimately prevented their 

transcending a sexual morality dividing women into good and bad" (Gordon and 

DuBois 1983:44). Their conclusion, that nineteenth century feminism offered only 

"a limited and limiting vision for women" echoes Walkowitz's (1980b).' 

Similarly, Hunt (1 990: 33) argues that nineteenth century feminists "were far more 

comfortable with the idea of woman as total victim". As such, Hunt (1990:33) 

asserts nineteenth century feminists "tended to retain the fear of sexually assertive 

Whilst these quotes are taken directly from Walkowitz (1980b), similar 
sentiments are to be discovered in Walkowitz (1974), (1980a), (1 982), (1984). 

This sentiment is repeated in DuBois and Gordon (1983) and (1984). 
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women common . .. to middle-class culture generally". They "were repelled by any 

woman actually desiring sexual intercourse at all" and only permitted lower class 

women "limited freedom from coercive measures if they made the politically 

correct, morally pure choice - not to be prostitutes" (Hunt 1990:32). 

In the same manner, Gorharn (1978:355) argues that the feminist desire to protect 

young girls "thinly masked coercive impulses to control their voluntary sexual 

responses and to impose a social code on them in keeping with the middle class view 

of female adolescent dependency " . 

Such a way of knowing nineteenth century feminists owes much to the dominance of 

the libertarian approach in contemporary feminism. Nevertheless, it is a reading that 

requires some explanation, not only because of its dominance, but because it is 

informed by a perceived contradiction between moral reform and feminism. Thus, 

much of these disapproving analyses of nineteenth century feminism are directed 

toward the 'social purity feminists', who are, in various ways, distinguished from 

'true' feminists. Hunt (1990:28) and Gordon and Dubois (1983:46) frame their 

discussion around this very separation, as does Walkowitz (1980a:130) who 

distances nineteenth century 'feminists' from the 'social purity m~vement ' .~  

On the other hand, Jeffreys maintains that feminist viewpoints played a vitally 

important part in the development of the purity movement of the 1880s. She argues 

that throughout the feminist campaign for the right to vote, the suffrage and social 

purity platform were often indistinguishable from each other (Jeffreys 1985:45-46). 

In 'The Great Scourge', for example, Christabel Pankhurst (1913) clearly articulated 

their connection when she advanced the famous suffrage slogan 'votes for women, 

chastity for men' (cited in Jeffreys 1985:47). 

To determine the relationship between the social purity movement and feminist 

campaigns in the nineteenth century requires further investigation. Walkowitz and 

For similar sentiments expressed in different locations see Finnegan (1979) for 
the Northern England perspective and Rosen (1982) for the North American 
experience. 



Jeffreys. as the two most outspoken advocates of the respective positions, will be 

e ~ a m i n e d . ~  However, it is worth reiterating at this point that the ways in which 

nineteenth century feminism is understood have much to do with the current divisive 

political climate surrounding prostitution. The re-readings of Walkowitz and 

Jeffreys will demonstrate that contemporary feminist attempts to accommodate such 

an agenda fail to recognise the historical context of the debate, and the historical 

context of the actors. 

2.4. The Intricacies of the Debate: 

Walkowitz versus Jeffreys. 

Walkowitz has become one of the experts on prostitution in the Victorian era, and as 

such has had much to say on the relationship between feminists and prostitutes 

during this time. Whilst her publications on the issue have been profuse, it is in the 

shorter articles that her agenda is most concisely articulated. In 1982, in an article 

entitled 'Male Vice and Female Virtue: Feminism and the Politics of Prostitution in 

Nineteenth Century Britain', Walkowitz maintained: 

in this essay I am going to outline some of the historical precedents for the 
current feminist attack on commercial sex, as represented by the 'Women 
Against Pornography' campaign in the US and echoed in Britain in the 
'Reclaim the Night' movement and 'Women Against Violence Against 
Women'(Wa1kowitz 1982:77). 

And if there was any doubt as to where she has aligned herself in this debate, she 

professed "the radical feminist attack on commercial sex is old-fashioned; it has its 

roots in earlier feminist campaigns against male vice and the double standard" 

The Walkowitz versus Jeffreys debate tends to include Gordon and DuBois 
directly (Jeffreys singles them out for attention, as will be demonstrated in this 
chapter). Less directly, Rosen (1 982), Finnegan (1979) and Mahood (1 990a) are 
included by default since they tend to support Walkowitz's perspective. Gorham 
(1978) and Hunt (1990)' like Walkowitz, separate 'true' nineteenth century feminism 
from the social purity movement. Moreover, Hunt (1990) particularly targets 
Jeffreys (1986) as a good example of how not to read nineteenth century feminist 
exploits. She thus makes it clear that her allegiance is to the libertarian reading of 
history. 



(Walkowitz 1982:77). As noted previously, Walkowitz's central problem is what 

she conceives of as "certain contradictions in these [nineteenth century] feminists' 

attitudes" (Walkowitz 1982:78):' 

By demanding women's rights to protect their own persons against male sexual 
abuse and ultimately extending their critique of sexual violence to the private 
sphere of the family, they achieved some permanent gains for women. 
Nonetheless, judging by the goals stated by feminists themselves - to protect 
and empower women - these campaigns were often self-defeating (Walkowitz 
1982:78) 

But the unforseen outcome of the repeal of the C.D. Acts and the subsequent 

Criminal Law Amendment Act, which Walkowitz is referring to here, is only part of 

the problem. She is also troubled by the fact that "feminist propaganda was 

constrained by an extremely limited ideological vocabulary - constructed around the 

theme of female victimisation" (Walkowitz 1982: 80): 

Defences of prostitutes as women who were not yet 'dead to shame', who still 
had 'womanly modesty7, were common. By mystifying prostitution and 
women's move into it [highlighting the fate of innocent girls forced down the 
ranks of prostitution by 'spy police' rather than focusing on voluntary 
prostitution] this propaganda imperfectly educated the LNA rank and file on 
the 'politics of prostitution'(Walkowitz 1982:80). 

Moreover, whilst Walkowitz recognised that feminists were capable of enunciating a 

radical critique of prostitution ("the end result of the artificial constraints placed on 

women's social and economic activity, ... the paradigm for the female condition, a 

symbol of women's powerlessness and sexual victimisation"), she placed much more 

emphasis on feminist repealers7 ambivalence about prostitutes, "who manipulated 

their sexuality as a commodity" (Walkowitz 1982:80-81). "By and large" 

Walkowitz states, "these anxieties and contradictions remained submerged during the 

libertarian struggle against state regulation, but they soon surfaced in the more 

repressive campaign against white slavery", which included the foreign traffic in 

Walkowitz's last article on this issue appeared in 1984. This may represent 
her awareness of the problems with her historical reading, that she ceased to write 
on the topic, or it may simply indicate that she has moved on to a new research 
project, or retired or had children (her first publication on this topic occurred in 
1 974). 



women and the entrapment of children into prostitution in London (Walkowitz 

1982:81). 

She asks herself "Why then did feminist reformers endorse this [later] crusade'?" 

She separates feminists from "repressive moralists and anti-suffragists who were as 

anxious to clear the streets of prostitutes as to protect young girls from evil 

procurers and vicious aristocrats" (Walkowitz 1982: 82). Feminist involvement, 

Walkowitz contends, was based on their undoubted belief that they could manipulate 

this popular anger (generated by 'The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon') for a 

sustained assailt on the double standard. However, feminist involvement could also 

be understood as an obligation to "redress the sexual wrongs done to poor girls by 

men of a superior class" (Walkowitz 1982:83). For Walkowitz, it was this 

contradiction between repeal and rescue, social justice and morality, that formed the 

basis of the problem. Walkowitz considered moral rescue work and political repeal 

to be incompatible. This was because, as she asserted, feminists: 

registered the same repugnance and ambivalence toward incorrigible girls as 
they had earlier toward unrepentant prostitutes. For them as well as for more 
repressive moralists, the desire to protect young working class girls masked 
impulses to control the girls' sexuality, which in turn reflected their desire to 
impose a social code that stressed female adolescent dependency (Walkowitz 
1982:83).9 

Whilst on the one hand, Walkowitz is at pains to disconnect the social purity/anti- 

vice campaigns from feminist strategies in the latter nineteenth century, when by her 

own admission it moved from a libertarian to a repressive campaign, she ultimately 

cannot ignore what she perceives as their common agenda of control. Moreover, 

she often overlooks earlier connections between social justice and morality, 

prominent in the feminist repeal movement, to make a case for the anti-feminist 

direction of social purity. For example, she insists that "whereas feminists identified 

the 'outlawed political condition of women' as the root cause of the crimes exposed 

in the 'maiden tribute', anti-feminists used the occasion to activate men into a new 

crusade to protect women" (Walkowitz 1982:85). However, she had earlier asserted 

Whilst this corresponds to Gorham (1978:355) Walkowitz does not 
acknowledge this in her discussion in this publication - although she did in 
Walkowitz (1980b). 



that during the campaign for the repeal of the C.D. Acts, "ironically feminists 

encouraged working men to assume a custodial role toward 'their' women and 

frequently reminded them of their patriarchal responsibilities as defenders of the 

family" (Walkowitz 1982:81). Thus it could be claimed that the latter 'repressive' 

campaign instigated by anti-feminists was in fact aligned with nineteenth century 

feminist ideals, based as it was on a successful feminist strategy initiated during the 

repeal movement, to involve and motivate working men. Walkowitz classifies 

nineteenth century feminists by declaring moralistic andlor repressive tendencies as 

anti-feminist. However, her own research consistently denies such a clear position 

between 'true' and 'anti' feminists. The point is that the women Walkowitz 

advocates as either pro or anti feminist, were often advocating the same thing. 

Whilst Walkowitz recognises this she made no attempt to challenge this 

classification. Instead she simply noted an irony. 

Walkowitz's concern over the relationship between feminism and social purity in the 

late nineteenth century is in fact motivated by a modern concern over the rise of the 

'New Right' or the 'Moral Majority' "who are only too delighted to cast women in 

the roles of victims requiring male protection and control, and who desire to turn 

feminist protest into a politics of repression" (Walkowitz 1982: 90). However, it is 

additionally informed by apprehension over the nineteenth century feminist strategy 

of passioniessness, a strategy also promulgated by the social purity organisation. 

Passionlessness and moral superiority were central to the feminist platform during 

the repeal campaign and served as the example to men for their own sexual restraint. 

Walkowitz agrees: 

Defenders of women's rights could and did regard the doctrine of female 
passionlessness and male sexual self control as a significant advance over 
traditional assumptions of a dangerous and active female sexuality ... In 
feminist hands, desexualisation could empower women to attack the customary 
prerogatives of men. It could also validate a new social role for women 
outside the heterosexual family. The 'New Woman' of the late nineteenth 
century . . . strove to achieve social autonomy, but at the cost of sexual identity, 
to legitimise their social and economic independence at the price of donning 
the mask of Victorian respectability (Walkowitz 1982: 86). 

Walkowitz is thus concerned with what she perceives as the "contradictory nature of 

the power imparted to women through passionlessness". Nevertheless, she does not 



seem to have a problem with the other facet of this sexual restraint, the 'White 

Cross Armies' populated by respectable working men and dedicated to promoting the 

single standard of chastity and attacking public and private vice (Walkowitz 

1982:87). 

Walkowitz has consistently pronounced that "Butler and her circle resigned [from the 

NVA] when the prurient and repressive direction became apparent" (Walkowitz 

1982: 88). This is further supported, according to Walkowitz, by Butler's public 

disapproval of the social purity movement. In 1897, Walkowitz reports, Butler 

explicitly cpestioned "the soundness of principle of those engaged in social purity 

work" (Walkowitz 1980:252). Walkowitz further states that "their warnings were 

too late. The new social purity movement had passed them by, while absorbing a 

goodly number of the LNA rank and file" (Walkowitz 1980:252). However, prior 

to the rise of the social purity movement, Walkowitz reported that, especially in the 

town of Plymouth, "repeal efforts had increasingly shifted away from political 

agitation to rescue work. In 1877, local members of the LNA responded 

enthusiastically to Stanfeld's appeal that they take a more active role in ameliorating 

the condition of subjected women" (Walkowitz 1980:236). W h i l ~  Walkowitz 

apportions blame here to the seduction and co-option by Ellice Hopkins' social 

purity movement, it was a move initiated by Stanfeld (a leading radical 

parliamentarian and member of the repeal movement) and supported by the LNA. 

Constantly, Walkowitz falters on the issue of morality and its role in the LNA 

strategies. Whilst she earlier proclaimed that "in most districts, the rank and file 

focused on moral and religious objections to the acts" and thus asserted that this 

concentration on moral issues was different to (and ultimately incompatible with), 

republican and feminist issues (Walkowitz 1983: 146), she also asserted that from the 

beginning the LNA combined the republican and feminist sentiments of the National 

Association with religious fervour. The apparent incompatibility between moral 

rescue work and political repeal also contradicts her contention that "repeal and 

rescue work were intimately connected in [the LNA branch in] Plymouth" 

(Walkowitz 1980:165). This is the very city where she also maintained that 

"without a feminist or libertarian perspective, many local members were susceptible 



to the appeal of social purity forces in the late seventies and eighties" (Walkowitz 

1980: 166). 

Walkowitz wants to construct a dichotomous understanding of prostitution similar to 

that which exists currently. As a consequence, she can only conceive of moral 

issues as being counterproductive to feminist goals and cannot countenance a 

feminist agenda that may have worked within a moral agenda (or vica versa). As 

will be discussed later in this section, the dual strategies of rescue and reform were 

equally accessible to feminists of Victorian England. This was because both were 

ultimately derived from the current domestic ideology, which the majority of 

feminists reworked rather than dismantled. Walkowitz seeks a feminist agenda 

which she can use as a model for current dilemmas: "how to devise an effective 

strategy to combat sexual violence and humiliation in our society ... But to be aware 

of the painful contradictions of our sexual strategy . . . for ourselves as feminists" 

(Walkowitz 1982:88). The feminism that she discovers has for her some relevant 

aspects and some features that she considers anti-feminist. Specifically, "the 

feminist challenge to male sexual prerogatives" Walkowitz (1982:87) asserts is "a 

major historic development". However, the class bias, over-reliance on female 

victimisation, female helplessness and male protection, she considers left 'feminism' 

open to repressive and conservative elements. She thus searches for reasons and 

excuses for what she considers disruptions to the feminist agenda of the LNA. Her 

analysis thus becomes confused and confusing because she wants to separate two 

agenda which were actually always intricately intertwined. 

In a similar manner, Walkowitz separates the executive of the LNA from the rank 

and file, asserting the former to be feminist, the latter to be interested only in the 

religious aspect. However, at times this division is difficult to discern, and thus it is 

likely that many members of the LNA (both executive and rank and file), did not 

detect this difference either. Certainly Butler was "deeply religious" and "from the 

start envisioned the repeal movement as a popular crusade against male vice and 

social injustice" (Walkowitz 1980: 102). Involved in feminist agitation, such as 

access to higher education prior to her involvement in repeal, Butler sought to 

exploit the notion of women's moral pre-eminence. Walkowitz maintains, that 



uuiding the LNA "was the peculiar mission of women to defend the home, the 0 

family and the single standard of chastity in the political arena" since "as pure wives 

and mothers, as members of religious congregations, ' ladies' could defend their 

public actions in the name of morality and religion" (Walkowitz 1980: 117 my 

italics), Thus Butler could advocate sex equality while celebrating the virtues of a 

distinctive women's culture. It is this that puzzles Walkowitz and also signals for 

her that contradiction which permitted feminist association with the repressive acts of 

the social purity crusade: 

Butler undertook rescue work to save daughters ... it gave mothers, not 
fathers, the right to control sexual access to the daughters. In this way, Butler 
sanctioned an authority relationship between older middle class women and 
young working women that, although caring and protective, was also 
hierarchical and custodial. At other times however, she approached prostitutes 
on a more egalitarian basis, as sisters, albeit 'fallen ones', whose individual 
rights deserved to be respected (Walkowitz 1980: 1 17) 

It is the existence of the former approach within the feminist strategy that signals to 

Walkowitz the underlying repressive elements. Such a comment also introduces the 

class issue, which Walkowitz placed as central to many of the anti-feminist attitudes 

of the LNA and, later, the social purity movement. However, it was' the feminist 

identification of male vice and female virtue, a strategy that also underlay the social 

purity campaign, that allowed for the compatibility between nineteenth century 

feminism and social purity. Whilst Walkowitz does target the problems associated 

with feminists' belief in their moral superiority, she is silent in assessing the 

nineteenth century feminist recognition of male vice as both central to the 

prostitutes' fall and the ultimate cause of prostitution. 

Walkowitz7s failure to take up a stance on this aspect of the nineteenth century 

feminist campaign allows her to deny both the connection for nineteenth century 

feminists between challenging male vice and upholding female virtue, and the 

continuity between this challenge and that posed by social purity. Such a neglect has 

enabled the nineteenth century feminist critique of the demand to be judged as 

central to a repressive and old-fashioned stance on sexual relations (that is, as an 

outcome of social purity rather than of feminism). As indicated earlier, this could 

also partly explain why contemporary feminists have avoided a critique of the 



demand for prostitution. The dominance of the libertarian approach within 

contemporary feminism is also part of the silence. Clearly, the notion of the male 

sexual urge as natural is the unquestioned assumption within Walkowitz's analysis. 

As such, Walkowitz has 're-read' nineteenth century feminist exploits in light of the 

contemporary libertarian approach. 

Who then have constituted themselves in opposition to the Walkowitz reading of 

nineteenth century feminists, especially after the repeal of the C. D. Acts? Jeffreys 

is one of the better known advocates of this less popular and more recent 

position. 

Unlike Walkowitz, Jeffreys is committed to discovering the feminism within the 

social purity movement. In the introduction to The Spinster and Her Enemies, she 

maintains that feminist ideas and personnel can be seen as having shaped the social 

purity movement's directions and concerns (Jeffreys 1985 : 6): 

from the 1880s onwards and particularly from 1886 when the C.D. Acts were 
finally repealed, women who had been involved in the abolition campaign and 
others who espoused the same principles, joined the proliferating social purity 
organisations in large numbers and brought with them a strong and determined 
feminist viewpoint. The social purity movement provided a vehicle which the 
feminists could use to make their influence felt (Jeffreys 1985:7). 

Jeffreys places Josephine Butler squarely within the social purity campaign, claiming 

that she "outlined the gist of the feminist message behind the social purity movement 

in a pamphlet entitled 'Social Purity' and published on behalf of the Social Purity 

Alliance" (Jeffreys 1985: 8). Moreover, she states that Ellice Hopkins "had more 

influence than any other woman or man on the development of 1880s social purity", 

and that Hopkins' views on sexuality were "almost identical to that of the most 

lo As a modern feminist strategy, problematising the male demand for 
commercial sexual activities is more commonly directed toward pornography. 
Whilst the current debate between feminists on pornography will be discussed in 
more detail in Chapter Four (as an indication of how the feminist anti-pornography 
position is misinterpreted and misrepresented by both their conservative supporters 
and feminist antagonists), there are many similarities between the pornography and 
prostitution debates. As Bacchi (1990:202-227) demonstrates, the debate is similarly 
understood, and the history of the issue re-read to perpetuate its divisive character. 



radical feminist campaigners" (Jeffreys 1985:9). From the late 1860s, " Hopkins 

dedicated l~erself to the task of preventative work [in prostitution], both directly with 

those women who might become prostitutes and with potential clients, by working to 

transform the sexual behaviour of men" (Jeffreys 1985: 10). Moreover, "her interest 

lay, not in punishing women who 'fell', but in protecting women from the damage 

caused to them by the double standard and men's sexual practices" (Jeffreys 

1985: 11). Jeffreys also informs us that whilst "Butler had been unable to shock the 

Church of England out of its apathy, Ellice Hopkins was to succeed in doing so" 

(Jeffreys 1985:ll). The transformation of opinion was necessary, according to 

Jeffreys, since in Hopkins' words "the majority of men, many of them good 

Christian men, hold the necessity of the existence of this outcast class in a civilised 

country, where marriage is delayed; the necessity of this wholesale sacrifice of 

women in body and soul" (Jeffreys 1985: 11). Jeffreys also claims that Hopkins 

identified men as the real cause of prostitution: 

Hopkins described prostitutes who had 'lost their way7 and were close to 
'disease, degradation, curses, drink and despair'. She asked: For who has 
driven them into that position? Men; men who ought to have protected them 
instead of degrading them; men who have taken advantage of a woman's 
weakness to gratify their own selfish pleasure (cited in Jeffreys 1985: 14) 

Hopkins recognition of men as responsible for the existence of prostitution was as 

much informed by her assessment of women as naturally weak and men as natural 

protectors of the weak as it was any criticism of men's sexual practices. Hopkins 

however, also "recognised that poverty and the limited opportunities allowed to 

women for making a decent living, were the reasons many women entered 

prostitution and she saw that poverty was the result of discrimination against women. 

She asked, 'Is it fair for you men, who can compel a fair wage for your work, to sit 

in judgement on her, and say that it is her fault?' " (Jeffreys 1985: 14-15). 

Jeffreys is also keen to point out another indicator of the feminist current in the 

social purity movement: "the way the fate of individual women or groups of women 

who suffered male abuse were united by a common womanhood" (Jeffreys 1985:15): 

I appeal to you ... not to stand by supinely any longer, and see your own 
womanhood sunk into degradation, into unnatural uses - crimes against nature, 



that have no analogues in the animal creation; but whatever it costs you, to 
join the vast, silent women's movement which is setting in all over England in 
defence of your own womanhood (Hopkins cited in Jeffreys 1985: 15) 

Jeffreys is quick to make a modern connection here and thus states "this was a very 

different message from that which emerges from our contemporary equivalents to 

social purity . . . Mary Whitehouse, for example, makes no personal identification 

with women and what is happening to them" (Jeffreys 1985: 14). 

Jeffreys notes that the significance of Hopkins contribution lay not so much in her 

ideas on woman's role (which like Butler and other women in the LNA, found its 

ideal expression in marriage and motherhood) as in her plans for men's role. "She 

was a woman directing men's behaviour in the interests of defending women" 

(Jeffreys 1985: 12): 

She was not the originator of the idea of men's purity leagues, as the Social 
Purity Alliance was already in existence, but she was responsible for 
converting the Church of England to the idea and for popularising it so that 
purity leagues mushroomed throughout the 1880s in Britain (Jeffreys 1985: 12) 

Jeffreys acknowledges that aspects of Hopkins' work gained her ciiticism from 

nineteenth century feminists. Specifically, "it was her concern with preventing the 

abuse of children which led her into an aspect of her work which was strongly 

criticised by feminists " (Jeffreys 1985: 16). Hopkins supported the passing of the 

Industrial Schools Act of 1880. This allowed authorities to remove children 

suspected of being in moral danger to Industrial Schools where they received 

training. Jeffreys concludes that "it seems that in her enthusiasm to create a 

foolproof scheme for the elimination of prostitution, Hopkins was prepared to 

endorse some actions which infringed upon the civil liberties of women. 

Nonetheless, she opposed the C.D. Acts" (Jeffreys 1985: 17). 

In a similar manner, and for a similar purpose, Jeffreys discusses 'The Moral 

Reform Union', formed by 'ladies' appalled by corruption and immoral legislation 

(ie the C.D.Acts) which "seems to have been the most overtly and determinedly 

feminist wing of the social purity movement" (Jeffreys 1985: 18). She asserts that its 

founding statement in 1881 "declared that it was inspired by those organisations 



which 'accept the doctrine of the equal moral standard for both sexes', have 'faith in 

the possibility of chastity for men as well as women', and 'denounce the 

blasphemous lie that prostitution is a necessity"' (cited in Jeffreys 1985: 19): 

The provision of moral education literature was always a major part of the 
work ... The literature contained many titles by Hopkins, Butler, Elizabeth 
Blackwell, by Wolstoneholme Elmy ... The Union carried out much of its 
work, such as petitioning and lecturing on the Contagious Diseases Acts and 
the age of consent, through drawing room meetings of women ... The overall 
project was to transform the sexual behaviour of men ... [and as such they 
demanded] equal legislation on prostitution, incest and rape in marriage [all of 
which] were to be major feminist concerns up to the First World War (Jeffreys 
1985: 19-20). 

Jeffreys further demonstrates their feminist leanings through a discussion of the 

Moral Reform Union's clash of interests with other non-feminist social purity 

groups: 

The conflict was always between those who were prepared to support 
restrictive legislation against women in order to eliminate prostitution or 
impurity, and either ignore the double standard or merely make pious 
statements about the equal responsibility of men and those of feminist 
orientation who insisted that women should never be the subject. of unjust 
legislation (Jeffreys 1985:2 1). 

Jeffreys (1 985:22) concludes that "the Moral Reform Union was firmly established 

in the part of the social purity movement that upheld feminism and the civil rights of 

women". However, she is very unclear as to what her criteria for a feminist agenda 

actually is. She certainly is careful not to make any pointed connections between 

these feminists and other feminist organisations outside the social purity movement, 

nor does she inform us of any involvement these women may have had in other 

feminist campaigns. Certainly there were similar agenda and similar goals, and it is 

this which Jeffreys is most intent on establishing. 

In her conclusion, Jeffreys makes it clear that, like Walkowitz, she is 'reading' first 

wave feminist strategies around prostitution with a specific agenda in mind. She 

laments that "instead of being credited with having a worked-out theory around 

sexuality, these feminists have been dismissed as having an old-maid, prudish 



attitude of mind" (Jeffreys 1985:194). She explicitly targets the second wave 

feminist historians Gordon and Dubois: 

they have no grounds for understanding feminist anger at the institution of 
prostitution in the late nineteenth century and attribute it to an irrational fear of 
prostitution ... they spread confusion and distort feminist campaigns now and 
in the past through the use of unsubstantiated allegations and smears . .. [this 
exemplifies] the difficulty most historians have had in differentiating between a 
critique of male sexual behaviour and being anti-sex (Jeffreys 1985: 195). 

Finally, Jeffreys maintains that currently feminists are "campaigning . . . against 

men's sexual violence and challenging men's sexual behaviour " (Jeffreys 1985: 194): 

Again an analysis of sexuality is being developed which opposes the abuse and 
exploitation of women and girls, challenges the notion that men have an 
uncontrollable sex drive, and resists the enforcement of compulsory 
heterosexuality. These feminists today are being attacked as anti-sex, prudish, 
puritanical, reactionary and as potential allies of the moral majority (Jeffreys 
1985: 194-195, my emphasis). 

Clearly, Jeffreys is making a connection and commonality of purpose between 

nineteenth century feminists and those feminists in organisations such as Women 

Against Violence Against Women. Contemporary feminist critiq;es of male 

sexuality are in the minority and this is in stark contrast with the primacy of such a 

critique in nineteenth century feminist campaigns against male vice. It is on this 

issue that Jeffreys spends much of her time, since she places this critique centrally in 

the nineteenth century feminist platform. She is also at pains to make a connection 

between the majority of re-readings of the nineteenth century feminist stance on this 

issue and the current negative light in which contemporary feminists are placed if 

they advocate a similar critique. Undoubtedly this is a very different reading to that 

of Walkowitz who is determined to focus on nineteenth century feminists' relations 

with prostitutes themselves, the issue that she sees as both central to their feminism 

and integral to the repressive aspects of their platform. Interestingly, Walkowitz 

chooses to ignore the critique of the male demand which Jeffreys considers so 

central, whilst Jeffreys overlooks the relationship that nineteenth century feminists 

may or may not have had with prostitutes. Certainly their very different political 

agenda concerning prostitution today are influencing their readings; and this keys 

into the larger realm of discourse encircling sexuality. 



As was discussed earlier, two broad positions have been mapped out for feminists to 

occupy. On one side are those who claim emphatically that previous feminist 

campaigns are relevant in the contemporary struggle against female objectification in 

institutions such as prostitution. Characterised as pro-nineteenth century feminists 

and thus anti-prostitution, they are placed in the larger debate alongside moral 

puritans and stereotyped as anti-sex. On the other side, contemporary feminists 

claim that earlier feminist struggles imposed a middle class morality on working 

class female sexuality and thus provided a limited world view for women. Thus 

characterised as anti-nineteenth century feminist and pro-prostitution, they are placed 

in the larger debate alongside the libertarians and labelled pro-sex. 

Whilst Walkowitz is keen to embrace such allies, Jeffreys is not. Jeffreys' assertion 

that she is being mis-read by her contemporaries is partly because of her re-reading 

of nineteenth century feminists as valuable role models. In fact, as will be 

demonstrated in Chapter Four, Jeffreys' predicament is testimony to the difficulty of 

placing either nineteenth century or contemporary feminist critiques of prostitution 

within a dichotomous debate. Importantly, it is Walkowitz's libertarian approach 

rather than Jeffreys' radical feminist (her terminology) position. with which 

prostitutes ally themselves. This is not surprising since the debate itself occurs 

within a larger historical context that increasingly supports and gives credibility to 

one side, whilst simultaneously undermining the other. Moreover, prostitutes are 

unlikely to define themselves as the victims of male sexuality - the only position 

available to them within Jeffreys' approach. 

During the twentieth century, the discourse surrounding sexuality has become 

increasingly visible. This is a result of various factors: the rise of specific 

disciplines such as sexology and psychoanalysis (purportedly) to scientifically 

investigate sexuality and sexual response, the medicalisation of contraception through 

the discovery and marketing of the contraceptive pill, the regularisation of access to 

sexual knowledge through the introduction of sex education in the scl~ools, and the 

increasing commercialisation of pornography and prostitution. 



Significantly, the organising principles of modern sexuality centre on freedom, 

individualism, equality and permissiveness: that is, the extension of the liberal idea 

of the free market to sexual life. The effect of this increasing 'liberalism' on the 

construction, and subsequent understanding, of modern sexuality, has been a 

redefinition of sexual pleasure. Currently, sexual pleasure is considered a 'good 

thing', to which everyone should have an equal right, male or female, gay or 

straight. Importantly, the form that sexual pleasure should take is considered to be a 

matter of personal choice (Jackson 1984:46). There is thus an obligation to engage 

in sex, with celibacy (or as nineteenth century feminists preferred 'chastity') not an 

option. 

The liberal discourse on sex is clearly more suited to the pro-prostitution and pro-sex 

position and, as will be demonstrated in Chapter Five, policy and legislation in 

Australia also lend support to this position. As such, it should not be surprising to 

discover that the depiction of repression and control is predominant not only within 

feminist histories of prostitution," but in more mainstream histories that cite the 

Victorian era as one of sexual repression, in contrast with the enlightenment of our 

own times (Bristow 1977; Connely 1980; Harrison 1977; Pearson 19.72; McHugh 

1980). Whilst the repressive hypothesis has been criticised by Foucault (1975: 

Chapter l), who argues that the nineteenth century was not a period of sexual 

repression but a period of incitement, feminist histories have only taken on such 

criticisms in a piecemeal fashion. For example, Mahood, in her analysis of 

prostitution in the nineteenth century in Scotland, discusses the increased policing of 

working class female sexuality with the initiation of the 'Glasgow System'. 

However, she places this increased policing within the matrix of social control and 

repression, thus subverting the purpose of the exercise, which was to remove herself 

from the confines of the more traditional analysis (Mahood 1990a: Introduction, see 

also Mahood 1990b). Despite authors' good intentions, nineteenth century feminists 

continue to be discussed predominantly in a negative fashion by contemporary 

" The pioneering influence of Judith Walkowitz should not be overlooked in 
this regard since her work certainly helped to map the terrain for future feminist 
studies. Importantly, Walkowitz aligned herself very early with the pro- 
prostitution/pro-sex position and therefore the anti-nineteenth century feminist 
position. 



feminists, necessarily influenced by the current discourse of sexuality and concerned 

to distance themselves from what is characterised as a problematic position. 

There is no doubt that the social purity movement's focus on men was often based 

on very similar understandings of male sexual behaviour to that which some 

feminists had been outlining for more than twenty years. Encouraging men to be 

involved in purity leagues, for example, was founded on the belief that male sexual 

behaviour was open to modification and thus able to be controlled. This theme was 

dominant throughout the feminist campaign for the right to vote and central to the 

LNA. It did not, however, necessarily transfer into a stance against heterosexual 

relations or marriage and motherhood, as Jeffreys often asserts. Rather, it was 

intertwined with the Victorian domestic ideology that placed these concerns as 

integral to womanhood and (upper class) masculinity. 

Any current critique of the male sexual practice of buying sex must negotiate a space 

within a very different discourse. The space that such a negotiation gains is more 

often within the conservative, anti-prostitution, anti-sex side of the debate. Whilst it 

is this association that Jeffreys is attempting to confront through her re-reading of 

the nineteenth century feminist platform (discovering the radical feminist challenge 

within nineteenth century feminist principles), she is inclined to celebrate their anti- 

sex stance and thus continues rather than challenges a dichotomous understanding of 

the feminist position on prostitution both historically and contemporarily. 

As both Jeffreys and Walkowitz have unwittingly identified, the current confines of 

the prostitution debate do not offer contemporary feminism a space within which to 

adequately engage with the complexity and ambivalence of prostitution. The choice 

is currently between a critique of the male demand for sex (Jeffreys' position) or 

support for sexual experience and choice (Walkowitz' approach). The two positions 

are mutually exclusive, and introduce the problem of prostitution for contemporary 

feminists. The first step in overcoming this political and theoretical duality is to 

realise its artificiality in the context of nineteenth century feminism. 



2.5. A New Reading. 

An attempt to move outside this debate and place the nineteenth century feminist 

platform within its cultural and historical framework has recently occurred in the 

context of feminist history. Kingsley Kent is one feminist historian who examines 

both the tensions and the continuities within a number of first wave feminist 

campaigns. In Sex and Sunrage, her main project is to elucidate the sexual platform 

within the suffrage movement, especially since it is a movement perceived as solely 

political by many historians (mainstream and feminist), with certain features (for 

example, Christabel Pankhurst' 'Great Scourge' articles) "described as anomalous or 

bewildering", when they were in fact "integral to its aims and meanings" (Kingsley 

Kent 19875). In this process she examines feminist involvement with prostitution 

during and after the repeal of the C.D. Acts, and links the strategies of feminists to 

both the larger context within which they were placed and the underlying themes of 

equality and difference, social justice and morality evident in all feminist campaigns 

of that period. 

For example, Kingsley Kent maintains that Christabel Pankhurst in' 'The Great 

Scourge' "only presented in a highly visible and provocative manner concerns that 

many suffragists had explicitly stated were at the heart of their agitation: the double 

standard of morality, prostitution, and the sexual objectification and abuse of 

women" (Kingsley Kent 1987:7). She cites Walkowitz's assertion that "suffragists 

used many of the tactics first practised by the repealers ... and referred to Butler as 

the 'great founding mother of modern feminism"' (Kingsley Kent 1987:8). For 

Kingsley Kent, this connection in ideology across campaigns demonstrates "the 

connection between sex and politics" for nineteenth century feminists (Kingsley Kent 

1987: 10). She asserts that "nineteenth century feminists argued that the public and 

the private were not distinct spheres but were inseparable from one another; the 

public was private, the personal was political" (Kingsley Kent 1987:5). 

Such a connection, Kingsley Kent asserts, is demonstrated by Josephine Butler: 

Josephine Butler had originally believed that all the reforms feminists were 
fighting for in the legal and political realm could have no real impact on the 



lives of women if the more fundamental issue of the relations between men and 
women was not first addressed and resolved. She soon realised that sexual 
autonomy and political rights could not remain separated from one another. 
'We shall never have faith and courage enough in Parliament' she maintained, 
'to attack this monster evil [of prostitution] in its sources until the convictions 
of women as well as of men are represented there' (Kingsley Kent 1987:14). 

Whilst Butler may have realised this connection, much was made of separating the 

suffrage campaign from the repeal movement and the LNA. It was feared that 

"demands pertaining to sexuality might negatively influence the success of their 

campaigns for more conventional rights . .. even though the personnel involved in 

each campaign were often the same" (Kingsley Kent 1987: 19). 

The feminist platform against the C.D. Acts centred upon a refusal to accept the 

dual concept of womanhood. Kingsley Kent maintains that "they opposed the acts 

not simply because they singled out one sex for punishment and obloquy, but 

because they sanctioned the notion of woman as the acceptable object for male use 

and abuse" (Kingsley Kent 1987: 66). Moreover, by separating motherhood and 

sexuality, the ideology of separate spheres, Kingsley Kent proclaims, "presented a 

single view of male sexuality as natural and a double view of female sexuality. 

Feminists insisted that if there existed one male sexuality, there was also one female 

sexuality" (Kingsley Kent 1987: 66): 

This insistence, however, contained a seemingly unresolvable tension. On the 
one hand, feminists asserted an equality with men, demanding a legal and 
social acknowledgment of equal rights. On the other, they appealed to the 
rights of women to maintain their special moral qualities ... The dilemma 
could only be resolved . . . by postulating the simultaneous transformation of 
both sexes - the critique of socially defined femininity must become a critique 
of masculinity as well (Kingsley Kent 1987: 67). 

Furthermore, Kingsley Kent asserts that this tension gave the suffrage campaign, for 

instance, its distinct and radical character. This is relevant to all feminist campaigns 

and contradicts Walkowitz's reading that these tensions formed because of an 

opposition of interests between social. purity and nineteenth century feminists, which 

ultimately exposed nineteenth century feminists' weakness and vulnerability. 



Similarly. Kingsley Kent opposes Walkowitz's reading of the tensions in the repeal 

movement. Whilst Walkowitz traces it to an ultimate conflict of interests between 

the LNA executive and the rank and file and thus exposes it as one between 

feminism and evangelicalism, Kingsley Kent declares the divisions along lines of 

gender: 

Butler suspected that male repealers had a prurient interest in prostitution and 
the compulsory examination. She noticed that although they objected to 
women's presence during parliamentary debates over the C.D. Acts, they 
evinced great pleasure at being there themselves (Kingsley Kent 1987:68). 

Like Jeffreys, but unlike Walkowitz, Kingsley Kent does not differentiate between 

the feminist platform and the social purity platform. She includes Ellice Hopkins' 

sarcastic statement that "since prostitutes were martyrs of purity, brothels should be 

put next to churches" within a more general discussion of feminist critiques of the 

double standard (Kingsley Kent 1987:63). She also reports Mrs Ormiston Chant's 

observation that "these terrible laws ... said 'Women are helpless, feeble chattel in 

our hands; they are but women, and we may legislate for them as we like"' within 

her discussion of the feminist charge that the C.D. Acts institutionalised the notion 

that women exist for men. Finally, she incorporates Elizabeth Blackwell's statement 

that "without male chastity, female chastity is impossible" in her discussion of 

feminist charges to men as the cause of prostitution (Kingsley Kent 1987:70). Like 

Jeffreys, Kingsley Kent understands "social purity concerns [to have] dominated the 

feminists' discourses of resistance" (Kingsley Kent 1987:20). 

However, her position is also different from that of Jeffreys. Kingsley Kent 

maintains that throughout all nineteenth century feminist campaigns cultural 

stereotypes were not entirely rejected. Whereas Jeffreys has used the nineteenth 

century feminist platform to 'discover' a continuity of female revolt against 

heterosexuality and the traditional role of women, Kingsley Kent (1987:86) 

maintains that "feminists attacked male sexuality and asserted their special 

differences from men in the realm of morals and values ... in order to eliminate 

those spheres and to extend the qualities associated with women to society at large" 

(Kingsley Kent 1987: 86): 



Feminists spoke the language of their time, even as they sought to alter the 
meaning of some of its terms. They did not mean by the elimination of 
separate spheres that women should no longer marry and bear children or 
abandon the home, nor did they suggest that men should participate equally in 
child-rearing and other domestic chores . . . feminists who made women's right 
to enter the public sphere a priority never really addressed the issue of 
women's role as wives and mothers ... they ignored the implications of their 
demand to enter the public sphere for the role of women in the private sphere 
of home and family (Kingsley Kent 1987:58-59). 

Kingsley Kent represents a third reading of first wave feminists and their 

motivations. Whilst Walkowitz perceived nineteenth century feminism to harbour an 

underlying moral bias, and to offer a limited and limiting view for women, Jeffreys 

noted their celebration of spinsterhood, their recognition of women as intrinsically 

different and sexually in conflict with men, and placed their challenges to male vice 

within a more general feminist challenge to heterosexual relations per se. As has 

already been discussed, these two contradictory readings are understandable within 

Walkowitz's and Jeffreys' contemporary agenda. Neither reading is incorrect, but 

each has stressed different aspects of the first wave feminist agenda for her own 

purposes. In contrast, Kingsley Kent portrays first wave feminists as working within 

the two strands of moral difference and social equality. Whereas Walkowitz is wont 

to stress the libertarian aspects of the LNA as the 'real' feminism, and Jeffreys 

prefers to focus on the critique of male vice as central to both social purity and 

feminism, Kingsley Kent, whilst agreeing with Jeffreys' assertion that feminism and 

social purity were closely related, recognises an alliance across all campaigns, with 

the notions of social justice, equal rights, the moral superiority of women and the 

critique of male vice equally central. She claims that this 'tension' was evident in 

all first wave feminist platforms. 

Kingsley Kent's reading of first wave feminists has recently been joined by Caine's 

(1992) Victorian Feminism. Caine's history traces the personal and professional 

lives of four women she considers central to the direction of Victorian feminism: 

Emily Davies, Josephine Butler, Frances Power Cobbe and Millicent Garrett 

Fawcett. Caine is aware of the feminist re-reading of first wave feminist campaigns 

and positions herself outside of the debate characterised by Walkowitz and Jeffreys: 



In the late 1970s and early 1980s it was common for both historians and 
contemporary feminists to castigate the nineteenth century women's movement 
for its sexual prudery, its refusal to acknowledge the existence of women's 
sexuality and its absolute failure to address the question of women's sexuality 
and sexual pleasure. This Victorian approach was contrasted with the 
recognition by twentieth century feminists of the importance to women of their 
own sexuality ... Mid twentieth-century feminists did not discover women's 
sexuality, but rather took their emphasis upon it from a sexual liberation 
movement which has since ceased to be seen as offering women liberation or 
fulfilment. Indeed the critique of the sexual revolution has found its 
counterpart in a re-evaluation of Victorian feminist attitudes to sexuality and in 
a new sense of the importance of their ideas about sexual exploitation as a 
central issue in women's oppression . .. [such a re-evaluation should] not [be] 
in order to'evaluate their merits as against each other, but in order to show 
how deeply embedded the feminism of any period is in its surrounding culture 
(Caine 1992: x) . 

Caine continues the challenge that was begun by Kingsley Kent. She asserts the 

centrality of religion and social purity, the Victorian domestic ideology and 

liberalism to the direction of Victorian feminism. Whilst she does maintain that 

"liberalism offered feminism a language in which to condemn the confinement and 

restrictions women faced and, in which to make their demands for political, legal 

and social reform", she also affirms that "it did not address adequately the central 

question of sexual oppression ... nor did it offer a way in which women could enter 

into or be represented in the political realm" (Caine 1992:41). She contends that 

those feminists "most strongly committed to a liberal approach . . . faced considerable 

conflicts in their attempts to unite feminism with it" and were thus "forced to turn 

instead to discussions of sexual difference and of social purity as a way of 

articulating their fundamental concerns about the sexual oppression of women" 

(Caine 1992:41). This is in opposition to Walkowitz's conclusion that social purity 

was in direct conflict with feminist ideals. 

Moreover, Caine maintains that whilst it "appears paradoxical to suggest that 

Victorian domestic ideology was itself one of the formative influences of Victorian 

feminism, undoubtedly this was the case" (Caine 1992:43). In an attempt to 

articulate an idea of female citizenship "which took into account the sexual 

differences between men and women and the need for women's interests as gendered 

subjects to be represented in the public world", feminists resorted to Victorian 

domestic ideology (Caine 1992:41). As Caine (1992:42) attests "it was the only 



language in the nineteenth century which offered the basis for asserting the sexual 

differences between men and women, not in terms of women's inadequacy but rather 

in terms of their distinctive merits and virtues": 

Victorian feminists ... asserted the need for female public participation in 
terms of the particular nature of women and the specific contribution they 
could make as a consequence of their sex and of their familial duties ... 
[However, unlike their French and American counterparts. who could draw on] 
the importance of republican motherhood ... English women drew on the 
Evangelical tradition [which placed women as the moral leader in both the 
home and society] and on the religious and moral duties of women in an 
industrialising society (Caine 1992:42). 

Caine (1992: 17) critiques recent historians who bemoan the conservatism of mid- 

Victorian feminism and claims that "had these mid-Victorian feminists not accepted 

and addressed the ideal of womanhood articulated in Victorian domestic ideology, 

they would not have been able to speak to their contemporaries at all". Moreover, 

she states that the example of mid-Victorian feminists should not serve to warn us 

away from first wave feminists and their ideas and strategies but to "sensitize us to 

the extent to which twentieth-century feminism has accepted and been organized 

around the agendas which have dominated the societies or circles' from which 

feminists have come - rather than one which feminists created for themselves" 

(Caine 1992: 17). 

Caine (1 992: 193) examines this relationship between feminism, liberalism and social 

purity in the writing and campaigning of Josephine Butler against male vice. Caine 

clearly articulates the "insoluble dilemma" Butler faced: 

on the one hand, there was the difficulty of integrating a critique of 
masculinity and male sexual power within a liberal equal rights tradition which 
took no account of gender. On the other, there was the problem of how to 
attack the sexual double standard or to organise a campaign around prostitution 
which did not either end up as a form of rescue work or involve interference 
in the lives of individuals which was unwarranted. 

Caine (1992: 189) also argues that Butler's own close relationships with men "as 

daughter, wife, mother - did not predispose her to the further extension of a critique 

of masculinity which would undermine any possibility of heterosexual harmony". 

As opposed to Jeffreys' belief that such a critique did extend to heterosexual 



relations per se, Caine contends for instance that "Butler was not critical of marriage 

or family life ... her critique of masculinity was confined to exploring the ways it  

operated in regard to illicit sex" (Caine 1992: 189). In this respect, Butler did not 

differ from Cobbe. Fawcett or Davies. 

Caine offers a reading that is both similar to, yet moves beyond that of Kingsley 

Kent. Caine attests that what has been seen as the 'tensions' and 'contradictions' in 

the Victorian feminist platform were not considered by the historical players to be as 

divisive as current interpretations would suggest. Walkowitz does not problematise 

the relationship between liberalism and feminism, asserting instead that this 

relationship was responsible for both first wave feminism's finest moments and their 

value as contemporary heroes. Caine instead recognises that this relationship was 

often the most problematic for first wave feminists. Caine also discerns a tension 

between reform and rescue, feminism and social purity, that Jeffreys is loathe to 

acknowledge. This amply demonstrates the impossibility of reading the first wave 

feminist platform from the agenda that currently operates. 

Thus, both Kingsley Kent and Caine present a direct challenge to the emore widely 

adopted Walkowitz reading, and the less popular Jeffreys' analysis. Jeffreys 

perceives a common agenda and a continuity of purpose between the contemporary 

feminist critique of male sexuality and the nineteenth century feminist analysis of 

male vice. However, unlike her nineteenth century feminist sisters, Jeffreys 

challenges the relationship between feminism, religion and conservative attitudes to 

sex both retrospectively and contemporarily. She positions this connection as the 

common problem faced not only by contemporary feminists who attempt a critique 

of the male sexual practice of buying sex, but also by nineteenth century feminists 

who attacked male vice. Moreover, her desire to minimise the religious and moral 

overtones in both nineteenth century feminism and the social purity movement (and 

thus bring the nineteenth century feminist platform in line with her current feminist 

stance), ignores the centrality of such issues to these women's lives and the way in 

which they were essential to their feminist position. It is thus a clear attempt to 

establish a continuity between these two groups of feminists. However, it is a 

continuity which ultimately does not challenge either the libertarian position or the 



dichotomy within which such re-readings are currently placed. Thus Jeffreys' 

critique of male sexuality fails to disrupt a contemporary relationship with 

conservative and religious bed-fellows, and provides a misguided hero worship of 

nineteenth century feminists who were for the most part comfortable with such 

partners. 

Both Caine (1992) and Kingsley Kent (1987) are recent additions to feminist history, 

but not with the specific agenda of prostitution and the C.D. Acts in mind. Clearly, 

however, the 'debate' between Jeffreys and Walkowitz has enabled Caine and 

Kingsley Kent to perceive a path which does not take such extreme sides, and which 

avoids an anachronistic reading of the issue. Nevertheless, it is Walkowitz's 

readings which have keyed into contemporary discourse. Whether or not these early 

historical lessons, as portrayed by Walkowitz, have made a difference to a 

contemporary analysis of prostitution, now needs to be examined. 

Contemporary Feminists on Prostitutes and Prostitution. 

Contemporary feminists have always been faced with a dilemma about prostitution, 

that "springs from the difficulty of maintaining effective support for prostitutes in the 

short term without compromising our opposition to prostitution in the long term" 

(Jackson and Otto 1984: 37 1-372). This dilemma has instigated an involvement with 

prostitutes which has seen political, social and economic support for them gaining 

the upper feminist hand, through the feminist assertion that these women are agents 

and not victims. Such a direction is reflected well in academia, with feminist 

critiques of contemporary prostitution and its implications for modern women almost 

non-existent. 

Contemporary feminists find it difficult to support prostitutes and critique 

prostitution. Moreover, they are motivated to prioritise support over critique 

through the dominant re-reading of previous feminist exploits and the assertion that 

modern feminism is dedicated to individual choices for women. Concern with the 

direction and motivation of nineteenth century feminist struggles over prostitution 



also helps explain why the client is rarely problematised in contemporary feminist 

research. Based on the same re-reading of the nineteenth century feminist model, 

contemporary feminists appear unable to countenance a critique of the male sexual 

practice of buying sex without seeing its nineteenth century feminist correlative in 

prostitute victimisation. 

Moreover, the current choice given to feminists - to support the prostitute or critique 

prostitution - necessitates two very different and contradictory feminist strategies 

which gain their meaning from within the larger prostitution debate. As a 

consequence, feminists can only perceive two options. They can support prostitutes, 

be interpreted as supporting prostitution and thus be hailed as pro-sex and sexually 

liberated. Or they can critique prostitution, be interpreted as offering a critique of 

prostitutes, be denigrated as anti-sex and labelled prudes and conservatives. Whilst 

it is the latter that is considered most problematic by prostitutes, civil libertarians, 

sexual liberals and radicals and feminists (based predominantly on the support this 

position gains from conservative and religious discourse), the other side of the 

debate gains equally problematic support from those who advocate the necessity of 

prostitution for society due to men's uncontrollable sexual needs. For example, it 

was demonstrated in the previous section that this was the unquestioned assumption 

within Walkowitz's libertarian reading of nineteenth century feminists 

It is becoming obvious to some feminists at least (Sullivan 1991; Pateman 1988) that 

such a choice is not viable. Whilst it accurately reflects the prevailing reality of 

feminist engagement with prostitutes and prostitution on the one hand - feminists 

have little choice but to 'fit' into a dichotomous understanding of the issue - it forces 

on feminists impossible choices in a debate that does not offer the space for a 

feminist assessment of the issues. 

Nevertheless, the majority of feminist analyses continue to work within the debate, 

favouring the libertarian over the conservative position. The consequence is a 

feminist deference to the prostitute's voice of experience. Such feminist analyses 

have tended to become champions for the rights of prostitutes to sell sex and have 

effectively silenced the feminist critique of prostitution. This is the effect of the 



contemporary feminist attempt to position themselves within a dichotomous debate. 

It is also the result of active distancing from what is perceived as a prudish, 

moralising and old-fashioned critique of both the client and prostitution.'" 

This section will thus examine the problem of prostitution for feminists (support for 

prostitutes and a critique of prostitution), the solution that is proffered by feminists 

(allowing prostitutes to speak without feminist intervention), and the effect such a 

feminist stance has had at both a practical and theoretical level (an inability to 

critique either prostitution or the client while being forced into a dichotomous and 

unproductive debate). l3 

It will be argued that the contemporary feminist choice between the prostitute as 

victim or agent not only accommodates the politically divisive prostitution debate, 

but removes the centrality of the client in feminist analyses. Moreover, the relative 

silence by contemporary feminist silence on the issue of buying sex is related to the 

predominance of the libertarian approach as the politically correct stance on matters 

of sex. This approach positions any critique of the demand for prostitution as old- 

fashioned and prudish. Based on analogies with the nineteenth century feminist 

'"he only theoretical critiques of prostitution that have appeared since the 
1970s are as follows: Jaggar (1980), McIntosh (1981), Pateman (1983, 1988), 
Schrage (1989), Sullivan (1991) and Overall (1992). Only two of these, Sullivan 
and Pateman, have recognised the dualistic conceptions of prostitution. Jaggar, 
McIntosh, Schrage and Overall wrestle with exactly the dilemma's outlined in this 
chapter. That they come out on the side of critique demonstrates their strength of 
position and is the exception rather than the norm. As this chapter will demonstrate, 
such theoretical critiques have not formed the essence of the contemporary feminist 
engagement with prostitution. Whilst contemporary feminists have examined 
prostitution as an institution, they have considered the choice between supporting the 
prostitutes and critiquing prostitution as paramount. They have thus generally 
placed themselves within the dichotomous debate and on the side of support for 
prostitutes (Millett 1971, 1973; Withers 1975; McLeod 1982; Jackson and Otto 
1984; Rubin 1984; Perkins and Bennett 1986; Alexander 1987: 184-2 14; Overs 1989; 
Pheterson 1989: 173- 19 1 ; Segal 1990; Perkins 199 1). 

l 3  Feminists have critiqued pornography and rape more readily than prostitution 
(see for example Dworkin 1981; MacKinnon 1987, 1988). Nevertheless, and as will 
be demonstrated in Chapter Four, these critiques do not consistently work outside of 
a dichotomous understanding of the issue. 



movement, it is argued that such critiques can only increase the problems of 

prostitution for women. Moreover, the support such a critique gains from the moral 

majority is cited as the best example of its repressive nature. However, a feminist 

focus on the demand for prostitution does not require either an alliance with the 

moral majority or the positioning of the prostitute as victim. These positions are 

currently related because they are located within the politically divisive prostitution 

debate. Feminists need to recognise this and reconfigure the relationship between a 

critique of the practice of buying sex and the position of the prostitute as victim of 

that practice. In this way they can assert their difference to both sides of the 

prostitution debate. I will contend in this chapter that they can do this by 

positioning as central a critique of the demand for prostitution. These arguments 

will be developed in the next two chapters. 

2.6. The Problem: 

critique or support? 

There is no doubt that prostitution is a difficult issue for feminists, partly 

demonstrated through their lack of engagement with a philosophical critique of either 

the industry or the demand for sex services. Because prostitution has been perceived 

as a dilemma, some engagement with it has been in an attempt to outline a 

politically correct position for feminists to occupy. Perhaps not surprisingly, the 

majority of these engagements constitute more of a support plan for prostitutes than 

a critique of prostitution. They are thus useful in articulating both the continuities 

and discontinuities in the feminist position over time. 

Such a dilemma was clearly articulated by Millett when addressing the outcome of 

the first feminist conference on prostitution in December 1971 in New York. She 

proclaims that "the conference was both an enlightenment and a disaster" (Millett 

1973:32): 

The first day began sedately enough with information ... The afternoon was 
devoted to workshops where all hell broke loose - between the prostitute and 
the movement. Because, against all likelihood, prostitutes did in fact attend 



the conference ... They had a great deal to say about the presumption of 
straight women who fancied they could debate, decide or even discuss what 
was their situation and not ours. The first thing they could tell us ... was that 
we were judgemental, meddlesome and ignorant (Millett 1973:32). 

Millett asserted after that first day "we quarrelled and were reconciled and then 

quarrelled again - but at least we had come together", and "we were at last 

becoming persons to each other. There was a gulf ... but it was closing". Even so, 

she had not anticipated the second day explosion brought on by "the title of the day's 

program: 'Toward the Elimination of Prostitution' " (Millett 1973:34): 

Things rapidly degenerated into chaos. Prostitutes had gathered their still 
nebulous rage against their own lives and summarily re-directed it toward 
movement women who appeared to be quite as summarily 'eliminating' 
prostitution, the very means of their existence ... For if large numbers of 
straight women congregate to agree that there is an absolute benefit in the 
elimination of prostitution - what does this convey to the prostitute? That she is 
despised and rejected by her sister women ... All the sophistry of movement 
rhetoric - that we too are prostitutes, that all women are prostitutes, that 
marriage is prostitution, that prostitutes are oppressed and prostitution a form 
of slavery - all this is of no avail .. . She [the prostitute] is not flattered by 
being labelled a slave (Millett 1973: 35-36). 

The second day ended in physical fighting. "Someone is struck, the act obscene, 

irreparable. Attempts at reconciliation are futile" (Millett 1973 : 38). Millet 

concluded that "it was simply too early" (Millett 1973:38). 

Four years later Withers attempted to articulate an ideologically sound feminist 

position in regard to prostitution, motivated by the dilemma that it represented for 

feminists. She maintained that it is difficult "for feminists to move beyond the 

prostitute stereotype and emerge as effective advocates". However, she also stated 

that she had discovered a route which "many feminists have followed to congruence 

about this moral and legal dilemma" (Withers 1975: 1). Withers proceeded to outline 

seven phases which she proclaimed feminists needed to move through in order to 

become "effective advocates" for prostitutes. Becoming an effective advocate 

however, allows support to dominate critique. 

In "Stage One: Elimination, Not Legislation", Withers (1975:l) countered that 

feminists are idealistic when they first encounter the issue of prostitution: 



Because of the sexual exploitation involved in prostitution. we are tempted to 
say that this is improper use of human beings. Prostitution, we say, should be 
eliminated, not legislated. We fall into debate; some consider [her] the most 
exploited woman. Others see her as the only honest woman. 

However, Withers asserted that eventually "feminists usually realise that to speak 

only to the ideal - no sexual exploitation - in the face of current sexual, economic 

and legal realities is self serving. Certainly it is of no help to prostitutes down on 

the street, those women whom police arrest every night" (Withers 1975:3), 

Enter "Phase Two: Reality". According to Withers "this reality stage occurs when 

value judgements about prostitution are replaced by searching questions. Why do 

women become prostitutes? Why do men go to prostitutes?" (Withers 1975:3). 

Withers stated that the problem was that "these probing questions " required 

"objective information" which was not very accessible because "prostitutes [are] 

illegal women and separated from straight society" (Withers 1975: 3). Moreover, 

that information which had been accumulated was from questionable sources. 

"These sources have been, to an overwhelming extent, male, and they have 

presented a male vision of prostitution" (Withers 1975:3). 

This awareness led feminists to "Stage Three: Recognising and Eliminating 

Stereotypes". This was the discovery that "feminists often maintain stereotypes 

about prostitutes. Because we don't know much about how a prostitute works or 

lives or about what she feels, thinks or wants, there is a temptation to evaluate 

prostitutes as pathetic or exploited" (Withers 1975:3-4). However, it was also based 

on the "complex recognition", according to Withers, that: 

the traditional female experience has taught many women (including 
prostitutes) that to cajole and to con are the attributes respected and 
encouraged in women. And yes, virtually every woman is aware that women's 
sexuality is a commodity used (not so subtly) to sell toothpaste, beer and 
pantyhose, or (more subtly) to land a husband or a job. And yes, most women 
discover early in their lives that few opportunities not related to their sexuality 
are open to them (Withers 1975:4). 



Moreover. Withers maintained that "feminists must acknowledge that, within the 

economic pressures and the sexual conditioning, women make many choices to 

survive and that some of them choose prostitution" (Withers 1975:4). 

Thus feminists moved to "Stage Four: Recognising Freedom of Choice". This stage 

i~lvolved the recognition by feminists that "whether a woman chooses prostitution at 

a dollar a minute or clerk-typist at two dollars an hour, our response to a woman's 

choice must be essentially the same" (Withers 1975:4): 

We can legitimately explain to a woman how we believe her situation is 
discriminatory. We can write, lobby for and pass laws which open better 
options for women and which make their current situation more tolerable. But 
when a woman decides, 'If you've ever been a clerk-typist, you'd rather be a 
prostitute', we cannot annul her choice. To do so would be paternalistic and 
thus anti-feminist, repugnant in a movement dedicated to individual choices for 
women. It may seem, then, that the feminist role in prostitution is only long 
term - opening potential job opportunities, educating the public that women are 
whole persons and thus influencing changed sexual attitudes. In fact, once 
feminists hurdle that emotional barrier of "How can prostitutes do what they 
do," it becomes clear that another aspect of the prostitution issue cries for a 
feminist perspective now (Withers 1975:4-6). 

This of course ushered in "Stage Five: Taking on the Law". Here Withers stated that 

"the incongruity of laws which see the women who supply sex as illegal and 

immoral, rather than the men who demand their services, supplies feminists with an 

issue about which to speak forcefully. As the advocates of women, we can speak 

with concern about (although not for) prostitutes" (Withers 1975:6). "Stage Six: 

Which Law?", and "Stage Seven: Decriminalisation", allowed Withers to assert that 

"more and more feminists are compromising on decriminalisation as an acceptable 

legal alternative . . . This solution least oppresses prostitutes. It also recognises that 

prostitution is the private sexual business of its participants. It is an alternative 

worthy of feminist support" (Withers 1975:7). 

Withers' conclusions about the decriminalisation of prostitution, based as they are on 

the notion that prostitution is the private sexual business of its participants, appears 

paradoxical in light of her earlier feminist claims. Specifically, given her claim that 

prostitution is the epitome of women's sexual and economic exploitation, and 



especially with regard to the broader feminist claim (popular in the 1970s) that 'the 

personal is political7, this final statement seems particularly confused. 

However, the specifics of Withers' claims have a wider currency. Certainly in the 

early 1990s, few feminists have moved beyond her seven phases, with many still 

unable to be 'effective advocates'.14 As outlined in Chapter One. many theorists 

influenced by feminism are still working within phase two, 'reality' and asking 'why 

do women become prostitutes?' However, the bulk of feminist analysis lies 

somewhere between phase three, 'recognising and eliminating stereotypes' and phase 

four 'recognising freedom of choice'. Certainly these two phases are most 

responsible for the rise of the mediated voice, which prioritises the prostitute 

experience over the feminist critique. In practical terms, most feminists have moved 

quickly to stage seven, 'decriminalisation', and thus place themselves alongside 

prostitutes (and clients) in the prostitution debate. 

More importantly however, is the direction in which Withers' 'seven phases for an 

ideologically sound position for feminists' takes feminism. It is clearly very 

different to that which nineteenth century feminists were offering, .with critique 

denounced as idealistic by Withers in the face of 'sexual, legal and economic 

realities'. The most 'effective advocates' support prostitutes and stay silent about 

the effects of prostitution as an alternative for women. What feminists often fail to 

realise is that supporting prostitution in the dichotomous prostitution debate is also 

support for the clients' demands for a group of women to be available to service 

them. Advocating support for prostitutes as a way of breaking down the barriers 

between good and bad women, perpetuates rather than challenges such a justification 

for the demand. And as will be demonstrated later in this chapter, prostitutes are 

often only too willing to defend the necessity of their services based on such a way 

of understanding the demand. 

l4 This may indicate that many theorists have also struggled with these 
dichotomies and have not found the politically correct feminist position to be a 
useful way of negotiating the problem of prostitution. It may mean that a 
reconfiguration of the dualisms that currently constrain feminists, to be articulated in 
the final chapter, would be acceptable to many feminists, based on the recognition 
that there is a gap in feminist theorising on the issue. 



Ten years later, Jackson and Otto outlined the (by now familiar) role feminists could 

play in the contemporary changes occurring in the prostitution laws in Victoria. 

They were thus motivated by the current situation and maintained that "it is clear 

that some response from feminists is required and that we can no longer avoid the 

issue of prostitution" (Jackson and Otto 1984:371). Aware of 'the dilemma' facing 

feminists (supporting prostitutes whilst critiquing prostitution), they identified that 

"to date, support for prostitutes has seemed inevitably to involve endorsement of 

exploitative sexual politics. We are, quite correctly, loathe to give credence to the 

ideology that maintains women's bodies as saleable commodities and therefore 

subject to judgements based on a hierarchy of value" (Jackson and Otto 1984:372). 

Jackson and Otto note that "feminists have already taken a stand against the 

commercial exploitation of women's bodies in advertising . . . Obviously, the same 

stand applies in relation to prostitution" (Jackson and Otto 1984:372): 

The difficulty remains unresolved and is in fact accentuated by the strategic 
requirements of the present context. It is virtually impossible for feminists to 
voice opposition to the ideology that maintains prostitution without providing 
reactionary elements . . . with further ammunition for their attacks on 
prostitutes. Further, prostitutes have sought, as their first priority, to break 
down the social stigma attached to themselves personally by raising' the status 
of their work . . . However, the approach taken by prostitutes so far has relied 
heavily on arguments which are impossible for feminists to support (Jackson 
and Otto 1984:372). 

Since, as Jackson and Otto claimed, "feminists have been unclear as to the basis on 

which support for prostitutes should rest, we have been able to offer little more than 

lip service to positive change in this area" (Jackson and Otto 1984:373). They 

summarised "several positions which have enjoyed favour within the Women's 

Liberation Movement", including the notion that "prostitutes are merely doing 

explicitly what wives are doing implicitly" (Jackson and Otto 1984:374), and that 

"prostitution is one of the few ways in which women can earn relatively large sums 

of money" (Jackson and Otto 1984:373). They critiqued the latter due to the 

defensive nature of its argument and the fact that "it is more likely to lead us back to 

the demand for equal job opportunities than towards anything other than fleeting and 

superficial support for prostitutes" (Jackson and Otto 1984:373). Whilst they were 

aware that the rationale of the former position "lies partly in the feminist recognition 

of the way in which marriage deprives women of economic independence", they 



considered it "something of a paradox in our use of a condition we actively oppose 

[that is, dependence of married women] as a justification of our support for 

prostitutes" (Jackson and Otto 1984:374). However, they did acknowledge that "the 

strength of this particular idea is that it constructs a relationship between the position 

of prostitutes and that of women generally, and makes the support of prostitutes by 

other women a matter of self-interest rather than moral imperative . . . [even it] it 

does not indicate avenues for action" (Jackson and Otto 1984:374): 

To be at all meaningful, criteria for support should indicate directions for 
action without involving the Women's Liberation Movement in the old problem 
of endorsement of exploitative sexual politics. A position of support for 
prostitutes as workers fits these requirements. This approach would confine 
our involvement and support to areas such as working conditions and wages. 
It would not have to implicate us in supporting prostitution on an ideological 
and institutional level, although there are obvious practical problems in keeping 
the two distinct. The extent of our commitment to the struggles of prostitutes 
would need to be fairly clear and not compromise our long-term commitment 
to the eradication of prostitution, nor contradict what we are doing in other 
areas of the Women's Liberation Movement (Jackson and Otto 1984: 374-375). 

Like Withers, Jackson and Otto advocate decriminalisation because "it is obvious 

that prostitutes cannot begin to press for improved working conditions While they are 

under threat of prosecution as soon as they admit to being prostitutes" (Jackson and 

Otto 1984:375). Jackson and Otto's vision, however, is proving as idealistic as that 

of the feminists seeking an end to sexual exploitation in Withers' phase one. In the 

last ten years all states and territories in Australia have conducted inquiries into 

prostitution, with the purpose of changing the laws surrounding it. None have 

advocated decriminalisation without regulation (Perkins 1991:103). Moreover, 

Jackson and Otto's blueprint for feminist involvement is little different from 

Withers', written ten years earlier, and asks feminists to continue to perceive the 

issue as a contradictory one. Feminists are required, according to Jackson and Otto, 

to recognise the distinction between short term goals (support for prostitutes as 

workers) and long term goals (removing the inequalities that perpetuate prostitution). 

In fact, the outcome is that feminists are consumed, both theoretically and 

politically, with support for prostitutes (their short term goal). This appears to leave 

feminists no time, or no inclination, to work concurrently toward their long term 

goal of eradication, either through lobbying, theoretical critique or the 



problematisation of the client. Discussion has been all but silent on this last issue. 

Moreover, it must be asked 'how easy is it to straddle this contradiction?', especially 

when it is articulated as such and understood (at least politically, if not also 

theoretically), as two mutually exclusive positions? It appears to translate as a 

support for the prostitute as potential agent in the short term (that is, once the laws 

are decriminalised), but victim in the long term, a position that feminists also feel 

uneasy about disclosing. 

I t  is interesting to discover that such a model gains both its identity and support from 

the marxist position. As was identified in Chapter One, socialist feminists (and, as 

will be demonstrated in Chapter Five, recent policy documents) locate prostitution's 

existence in the realm of work and employment. Women only become prostitutes, 

so the argument goes, because women lack well-paid employment alternatives. 

When Jackson and Otto assert that the most effective support feminists can offer 

prostitutes is through advocating increased working conditions and wages, they 

indicate a socialist feminist perspective. However, as was also noted in Chapter 

One, understanding prostitutes as only 'workers', and lending support through such a 

way of knowing, does not attempt to understand why women are able to sell their 

sexuaL bodies in the capitalist market. It neatly sidesteps many of the problems that 

Jackson and Otto have raised and fails to resolve the relationship between feminism 

and marxism, positing the labour market as the ultimate determiner in women's 

oppression. It  also continues to accommodate the politically divisive prostitution 

debate. 

The most recent examination of the feminist dilemma over prostitution is by Overall, 

who focuses on the current rift between feminists and prostitutes over the selling of 

sex. Whilst Overall places more emphasis on the practical conflict between 

prostitutes and feminists, evident since the mid 1980s when prostitutes started 

speaking for themselves, she still articulates the same concerns as earlier feminists. 

Overall recognises an "apparent conflict between some sex trade workers and many 

feminists in regard to the acceptability of prostitution" (Overall 1992: 1): 

Women who work in the sex trade industry often feel condemned and rejected 
by many feminist women. One sex worker, for instance, writes resentfully of 



"the apparently immutable feminist party line that [sex] work was degrading 
and oppressive to women", adding that feminists and ,sex trade workers "are 
split into good girls and bad girls - just like society's Good Women and 
Whores. Only this time the fears of moral inferiority and uncontrollable 
sexuality are couched in feminist political language" . . . [moreover] workers 
did not want others to speak authoritatively about their lives; they resented the 
assumption that their work was necessarily demeaning and never freely chosen. 
Instead they defended their "right" to be prostitutes and the value, dignity and 
liberty of the work, which many of them take to be a "profession". Nor did 
they want to be the targets of pity or rescue work ... As one sex worker 
stated, "We want respect for our work" (Overall 1992: 1-2) 

Overall maintains, following Rubin, that there is a "very deep split within feminist 

theorising on sexuality. It is a split between an emphasis on sexual freedom and 

pleasure that views women exclusively as agents, on the one hand, and an emphasis 

on sexual danger and degradation that sees women exclusively as victims on the 

other" (Overall 1992:3). Moreover, prostitution "provides a particularly sharp 

example of this split in feminist thought" (Overall 1992:3). Overall cites Rubin as 

representative of the former, and Cole and Dworkin as proponents of the latter. To 

complicate the issue however, Overall asserts that some sex workers, especially 

those who have left the industry, "would agree with those feminists who are highly 

critical of prostitution. In addition, sex workers themselves are often feminist in 

many of their beliefs, if not their self-identification" (Overall 1992: 3). Overall bases 

this latter assertion on the fact that "many prostitutes identify with feminist values 

such as independence, financial autonomy, sexual self-determination, personal 

strength and female bonding " (Overall 1992: 3). 

Following contemporary feminist historians like Walkowitz and Jeffreys, Overall re- 

reads the historical 'debate' through the current dilemma. Thus she argues that "this 

divergence in women's opinions about sex work originates from a long history of 

feminist work around the issue of prostitution and sexuality" (Overall 1992:3). She 

also explains this current division as yet "another case of patriarchal divide and 

conquer". Whilst recognising it as not necessarily a deliberate conspiracy, "it 

functions effectively", she maintains, "to keep women arguing with each other rather 

than with those who perpetuate and benefit from the practice" (Overall 1992:3-4). 

However, as has been discussed throughout this chapter, the reasons for this division 



amongst contemporary feminists are much more complex and far-reaching than a 

patriarchal conspiracy. 

Overall confesses an initial "conviction that there is something deeply wrong with 

prostitution. that sex work is not defensible" (Overall 1992:4). This is based on the 

fact that whilst Overall "could support sex workers' demands for recognition of their 

human rights, I could not respond to the demand that I 'respect' sex work itself; I 

believed that prostitution is bad for women, both women in 'the life' and women 

outside it" (Overall 1992:4). As a feminist, Overall is thus dedicated to discovering 

"precisely what is it that is wrong with prostitution?" As such, her analysis sounds 

very similar to Withers, and her conclusions at this point echo Jackson and Otto: 

I want to make it clear that in asking this question I am not condemning sex 
workers for doing what they do. I want to maintain a crucial moral distinction 
between prostitutes as sex workers and prostitution as a practice and institution 
... My goal [is not] to show that sex trade workers are wrong to defend their 
work and their right to do it, but rather to discern what truth can be found in 
their views. I also want to challenge the us-versus-them mentality that 
suggests that a feminist not in the sex trade may not discuss the work of those 
who are ... At the same time, the issue of prostitution impinges powerfully on 
my thinking as a feminist, forcing me to confront some of my own 'biases and 
stereotypes (Overall 1992:4-5). 

Overall introduces an aspect of recent feminist theory that is not evident in the other 

analyses: the use of the prostitute's voice. Throughout her article, Overall refers to 

the prostitute voice to support her knowledge of prostitution. The implications of 

this shift in feminist theorising forms the substance for the remainder of discussion 

in this chapter. However, before introducing this contemporary feminist strategy for 

dealing with the prostitution dilemma, it may be useful to examine in more depth the 

contribution Overall makes to a theoretical critique of prostitution. 

Overall is anxious to counter the feminist claims that prostitution is little different to 

other work that women engage in under capitalism, and/or that the sexual relations 

encountered by prostitutes are little different to the way in which all women use 

their 'sexuality' under patriarchy. Instead, Overall draws feminist attention to the 

fact that "prostitution is dependent both for its value and for its very existence upon 

the cultural construction of gender roles in terms of dominance and submission ... 



Prostitution is structured in terms of a power imbalance in which women, the less 

powerful, sell to men, the more powerful" (Overall 1992: 15,17). She further 

maintains, following Pateman (1983), that "prostitution is an inherently gendered 

practice in which women are constructed as the sexual servants of men, and the 

buying of sexual service is defined as a benefit for men" (Overall 1992: 18). 

However, it is difficult to see how "seeing prostitution in this way suggests a partial 

resolution of the problem of the apparent conflict among some feminists and sex 

workers " (Overall 1992: 18). Overall claims that feminists and sex workers need to 

challenge the good girlibad girl dichotomy, but this is not a new assertion. Overall 

does recognise that as far as patriarchal ideology goes, feminists may in fact be the 

ultimate bad girls, and prostitutes the good girls since the latter "serve certain 

patriarchal purposes very well ... the existence of prostitution implying that women 

can profit economically from patriarchy" (Overall 1992: 19). Overall also recognises 

that claiming a woman's right to be a prostitute "can be turned against women by 

those who merely want to preserve men's entitlement to buy women's bodies" 

(Overall 1992:20). What Overall has recognised here is both how ways of knowing 

the prostitute are organised through dualisms, and the inadequacy of those dualisms 

for articulating a feminist assessment of prostitution. Rather than challenging the 

conceptual basis of prostitution, Overall's response is to issue a challenge at an 

individual level. She asks prostitutes to "recognize and evaluate" the meaning and 

implications of prostitution and "its effects on other women and on themselves" and 

requires "men to take individual responsibility for hiring prostitutes" (Overall 

1992: 19'20). 

Overall separates the feminist platform from these two related issues, advocating 

they be tackled at an individual level. However, they may be better considered as 

the central issues in both overcoming the feminist dilemma with prostitution and 

removing the feminist platform from an unproductive debate. The buying of sex is 

one issue to which feminists should be giving their attention since it enables a 

critique of the institution that does not necessarily imply any critique of the 

prostitute. Nevertheless, this strategy can only succeed if it occurs simultaneously 

with feminists asserting the falsity of a dichotomous and dualistic understanding of 



the prostitute and prostitution. Certainly a feminist re-assessment of the situation. 

which re-thinks the male sexual practice of buying sex with the problems of the 

dualisms in mind, has less in common with either a liberal or conservative position 

than they have with each other. This will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 

Five. 

Clearly these analyses are an attempt to articulate an extremely difficult and complex 

problem for feminists. However, from Millett's discussion in 1973 to Overall's 

analysis in 1992, it appears little has changed. Feminists are still wrestling with 

exactly the same dilemmas and, more problematically, dealing with them through 

exactly the same means: asking feminists to individually cope with a perceived 

contradiction between support for prostitutes and opposition to prostituti~n. '~ They 

have thus been asked to distinguish the types of feminist intervention they make (not 

allowing in one sense the personal to be political), to silence their feminist voice and 

raise the voice of the prostitute, to respect the agency of the prostitute and 

prostitution as a woman's choice, and to support prostitutes' claims about the value 

and necessity of their work. Such a dichotomising of the issue (separating 

prostitutes from prostitution, critique from support, victim from agent) has not 

enabled a feminist critique of prostitution to become central. 

Whilst feminists have also faced this dilemma with issues such as motherhood (Rich 

1977), there has been a way in which motherhood has not produced the dilemma of 

prostitution. This is because feminists have been able to claim their opposition to 

the institution of motherhood whilst simultaneously supporting mothers. They have 

been able to do this because they have only been against the type of mothering 

currently occurring; there has certainly never been a suggestion that 'mothers' would 

cease to exist in a post-patriarchal society. As Overall (1 992: 14) claims "child care 

work [and nurturing] has a value independent of the conditions of sexual and 

economic inequality under which it is done, and much of it would still be necessary 

in a post-capitalist, post-patriarchal world". 

l5 And, as will be demonstrated later in this chapter, even when feminists move 
to a critique of the client, they do not recognise or problematise these dualistic ways 
of engaging with prostitution. 



In contrast, feminists have tended to see prostitution as integrally related to the 

sexual and economic inequality faced by women in all societies and at all times. As 

such. many feminists contend that prostitution can be eradicated and would clearly 

not exist in a post-patriarchal society (Schrage 1989:359). This is based on the 

notion that the prostitute only exists because of the sexual division of labour, the 

institutionalisation of dominance and submission and the sexualisation of this 

relationship through the objectification of women's bodies common to all societies. 

Remove these circumstances, feminists claim, and she would cease to exist. In 

contrast, whilst the meaning of mothers and mothering may change, the act of 

mothering would not cease to exist in a post-patriarchal society. 'Mothering' has a 

function separate from the patriarchal and capitalist systems within which it currently 

exists, whereas prostitution does not. 

However, in Chapter One it was affirmed that prostitution is not the oldest 

profession, that the meaning given to prostitutes, prostitution and clients has very 

little to do with what may or may not have occurred in Babylonia or the middle 

ages. Because prostitution, prostitutes and clients as we know, understand and 

identify them, gain their meaning and existence from current (patriarkhal) ways of 

knowing men and women, their relation to each other, to their selves and to the 

capitalist system, it could be argued that, like mothering, prostitution may exist in a 

post-patriarchal society. By following the example set by feminist historians (as 

outlined in Chapter One), the historical specificity of 'being a prostitute' can be 

recognised. A more thorough engagement with this work may give feminists the 

initial tools necessary to problematise a dualistic and thus mutually exclusive way of 

knowing the prostitute. 

Perhaps most strikingly, considering the history of feminist struggle in this area, 

what is missing from all these accounts is any substantial critique of the demand for 

prostitution. I am not suggesting that contemporary feminists have not entertained 

the idea that the demand is problematic. Overall (1992), for instance, discusses the 

client in her recent analysis. Moreover, some feminists, notably McIntosh (1981) 

and Jeffreys (1985) have positioned the client as central to their analyses. Rather, 

the contention of this thesis is that contemporary feminists have not focused on this 



issue - a focus that could open a space for the ambivalence and contradictory nature 

of prostitution to be recognised and reconfigured. 

But first, a growing number of analyses that proclaim the voice of experience need 

to be discussed. Analyses which drew on the experience of prostitutes to gain 

knowledge about the industry first emerged in the early 1970s. Since then feminists 

have learned a lot about prostitutes and prostitution. We now know that the women 

who become prostitutes are 'normal women', that they choose prostitution from the 

range of limited options that are presented to all women in a patriarchal and 

capitalist society (Perkins 1991). We know that prostitutes represent a fair cross 

section of any female community and often earn much more than most women 

(McCleod 1982). We also know that there are very many less women involved in 

prostitution than there are men (Perkins 1991). We know this because feminists 

have interviewed prostitutes relentlessly and/or given them the opportunity to speak. 

This has been and still is important work. Whilst using the prostitute's voice of 

experience has gained in popularity for feminists due to the dilemma outlined above, 

it has not enabled feminists to move either beyond the dilemma or outside the 

debate. as will now be demonstrated. 

2.7. The Current Solution: 

using the prostitute's voice. 

Both the mediated and unmediated prostitute voice are new experiences for 

feminists, gaining popularity since the 1 980s.16 Representative of the mediated 

voice are Perkins and Bennetts' Being A Prostitute, which includes interviews with 

nineteen prostitutes, male and female, straight and gay, in Sydney as part of a 

l6 I am separating the prostitute voice into these two categories for reasons of 
clarity and approach. The mediated voice includes those studies conducted by 
feminists who have interviewed prostitutes in order to gain their experience of the 
industry, to remove stereotypes and to promote understanding between feminists and 
prostitutes and between prostitutes and the larger community. The unmediated voice 
occurs in those publications in which prostitutes basically speak for themselves in a 
way and on topics they have deemed relevant. The latter is removed from any 
direct feminist intervention whilst the former is not. 



submission to the Parliamentary inquiry into prostitution in 1983; McLeod's Women 

Working: Prostitution Now, which consists of fifty interviews with prostitutes and 

clients in the United Kingdom during agitation for decriminalisation in the early 

1980s; and Millett's The Prostitution Papers, first published in 1971, and involving 

two lengthy unedited dialogues with former prostitutes in America in the late 1960s 

(Perkins and Bennett 1985; McLeod 1982; Millett 1973, see also Perkins 1991). 

In each case the voices are displayed differently. McLeod situates the voices of 

prostitutes and clients within a highly structured framework, establishing a 

theoretical position that is then illustrated by an aspect of an interviewee's dialogue. 

At no point are the prostitutes allowed to speak for themselves outside the 

framework. Distinct from this is Perkins and Bennetts' questionlanswer scenario of 

the traditional interview. Here, the authors claim the prostitutes speak for 

themselves, since the interviews are presented intact. Of course this is still a 

mediated voice because the prostitutes only speak about topics deemed relevant by 

the authors. Closest to the unmediated voice is Millett's work which records the 

unedited dialogue of three prostitutes. However, this is necessarily a mediated 

expression, since the theoretical framework established before the voicb are heard, 

and the conclusions drawn, necessarily intervene and colour the prostitute's 

experience. 

But differences in technique do not detract from what each author considers to be the 

advantages of the mediated voice. As Millett explains, "one does not hear honest 

accounts from the subjects tl~emselves .. . we must begin getting some truth out, if 

only because people have been misinformed for so long" (1971:85). McLeod 

explains the motivation for her study in similar terms, to present "a more authentic 

account of their activities and the social circumstances relating to them" (1982: 148). 

Likewise, Perkins and Bennett claim that "in the main, our study speaks the minds 

of prostitute women and men and tells the truth their way" (1985:xvi). 

However, examination of the prostitutes' accounts reveals that, rather than insights, 

their information is steeped in the conventional view derived from the larger society. 

This is especially the case in relation to clients and their male sexuality: "It becomes 



an overriding need for men"; "Because of the urgency they feel they come to you": 

"It's something they can't control to that extent" (McLeod 1982:66); "There's 

always going to be randy guys" (Perkins 1985: 148). This leads to a justification for 

prostitution, by prostitutes, based on men's uncontrollable sexual nature: "if it 

weren't for pros there'd be a lot more rape or attacks on kids" (McLeod 1982:66); 

"If prostitution stopped altogether.. men with nowhere to go . . . will go around raping 

people" (Perkins 1985: 88). 

The fact that most clients of prostitutes are married men, and can supposedly "get it" 

somewhere else, does not alter the central issue for prostitutes - that of 

uncontrollable sexual need. "Though it's her wifely duty to give them sex when they 

want - you'd be surprised how many don't. What's a man to do?"; "Prostitutes save 

a lot of marriages" (Perkins 1985:82). This final point introduces a new role for the 

prostitute, constructed both by her and for her - that of therapist. "The majority 

want companionship, just want someone to be with, a lot of them might not have 

sex"; "They like to be comforted"; "You've got to listen to their problems" (McLeod 

1982:88; Millett 1971:69-70); "Wives don't give them what they want. They say 

talking with us helps" (McLeod 1982:82). 

How each author deals with these traditional perspectives of marriage and sex, and 

functionalist accounts of prostitution, varies. McCleod deals with the hydraulic 

account of male sexuality sympathetically, and claims it occurs because "prostitutes 

[are] so often on the receiving end of the urgency of the male sexual urge" 

(1982:66). Similarly, Perkins and Bennett consider it inevitable that prostitutes "see 

their occupation as an essential community service, as therapy to some men, 

counselling to others, and a safety valve for the frustrations and bottled up energies 

of most" (1985:215). For each author, their greatest concern is how prostitutes are 

to work within the assumption that prostitution is necessary for society, whilst 

"society surrounds such an act with secrecy, shame and condemnation" (Perkins 

1985:237). Thus, the mediated voice of experience is given precedence, even when 

it in no way challenges the preconceived views of the larger society. Significantly 

for this argument, it also silences the voice of the feminist, who thus removes 

herself from a valid speaking position. 



Such conclusions concur with mainstream views of the inevitable nature of both 

prostitution and male sexuality (to be discussed in Chapter Three). This raises an 

important question: how do such accounts differ from the analyses of other social 

theorists, notably, sociologists and psychologists/psychoanalysts? In the post war 

period, interviews with prostitutes have been considered a valid way of collecting 

information, and discovering the truth about these women. The questions "What 

makes a woman a prostitute?" or "Why does prostitution exist?" have been asked 

and answered incessantly by social theorists over the last forty years (Sheehy 1971; 

Chesser 1970; Glover 1943, 1953; Choisy 1961; Abraham 1953; Deutsch 1945; 

Greenwald 1958; Silbert and Pines 1982). If the point of the mediated voice is to 

move beyond the misrepresentation of earlier studies, it is important to compare the 

conclusions drawn in each case. For example, a popular explanation by 

psychologists and psychoanalysts as to why women enter prostitution, focuses on an 

unsatisfactory relationship with the father (Chesser 1970; Glover 1943, 1953; Choisy 

196 1 ; Abraham 1953; Greenwald 1958). Interestingly, Perkins and Bennett 

(1985:217) 'discover' such a situation in their interview group: "among our nine 

[women], eight had disruptive relationships with their fathers " . Clearly this feminist 

conclusion concurs with more traditional psychoanalytic/psychological studies. 

Whilst this may demonstrate that these discourses are 'true' rather than misguided, it 

may also demonstrate that both contemporary feminists and the prostitutes they 

interview prioritise certain ways of knowing that are also dominant in society at 

large. 

Comparable to this is the sociological explanation for the existence of prostitution, 

which, since Engels, has been located in the economy. Similarly, these authors 

'discover' an economic cause through listening to the mediated voice. As Perkins 

and Bennett (1985:215) explain, "prostitute's own attitudes towards their work show 

up in the words they use to speak of it. They refer to themselves as workers, 

working girls, business girls, while their work is referred to as the job, a business, 

shift, and off duty as time off". For these two authors, such terms locate 

prostitution in its rightful context, the marketplace. McCleod (1 982:58) continues: 

"prostitution offers a way out of women's particularly low wages and the difficulty 

of combining domestic and childcare responsibilities with securing an adequate 



income". Perkins (1985:2 14) states that "most of the women we contacted gave 

economic survival as their reason for becoming a prostitute". This is not to 

condemn or pass judgement on the worth of such information or theorising. As was 

noted in Chapter One, such information has effectively countered misogynistic ways 

of knowing the prostitute. However, if the point of the mediated voice is to move 

beyond misinformation and misrepresentation, what do feminists do when prostitutes 

perpetuate the views of earlier studies andlor the society at large? It  appears they do 

nothing. Feminists who endorse the mediated voice, do not say, and indeed cannot 

say, 'this is a subjective experience', because that would involve denying the validity 

of the claims of the prostitutes. They do not say, 'my voice and my understanding 

as a feminist is just as valid'. 

When Millett (1973:104) explains her reasons for this mediated voice, such an 

attitude is amply demonstrated and named. It is the theoretical paralysis "of white, 

liberal and middle class guilt". 

We both felt we had no real right even to speak. We had been to college; we 
had never sold for cash. Not bound by the same economic iron maiden many 
prostitutes are, nor even well informed on the call girl's life, we felt 
presumptuous as well as ignorant. 

With regard to prostitution, such a position is compounded by the increasingly 

liberal discourse of sexuality (discussed earlier in this chapter). This combines a 

belief in the progressive nature of sexual liberation, that 'sex is a good thing', with 

the rhetoric of freedom of choice, since 'people should have the right to buy and sell 

what they wish', and inevitably leads to a problematic conclusion for many 

feminists. Prostitution can be considered a viable alternative for women, and buying 

sex something women as well as men should be able to do. That this is considered 

problematic by many feminists does not, however, become an issue in such an 

analysis. The mediated voice necessarily constructs the feminist voice as at best 

silent, at worst, irrelevant, unnecessary and anti-feminist. 

Faith in this theoretical position (or lack of worthwhile alternatives), has provided a 

further step along the experiential continuum, to the unmediated voice of the 

prostitute. Feminist involvement in this exercise is necessarily limited; often it is 



onlv through the medium of a feminist press and/or the role of editor that there is 

indication of feminist involvement. 

Whilst a plethora of unmediated voices have recently gained access to the market 

(French 1988; Bell 1987; Murray 1987; Roberts 1986; Zausner 1986; Francis 1984; 

Jaget 1980; Cordelier and Mathews 1978), two books will form the focus for 

discussion. The first, A Vindication of the Rights of Whores (1989), is basically 

dialogue from the First and Second World Whores Congress held in Amsterdam in 

1985 and in Brussels in 1986. Similarly, S a  Work, subtitled Writings by Women in 

the Sex Industry (1987), consists of various articles, interviews and fictions written 

by past and present female sex workers. Both Vindication and Sex Work are 

published by a feminist press and have a feminist editorial - this is the only evidence 

of feminist intervention. 

Like the mediated voice, publications of the unmediated voice focus on the 

importance of heeding the voice of experience. Pheterson (1989:3-4), the Editor of 

Vindication, claims : 

it is almost unprecedented for prostitutes to speak on their own behalf . . . never 
have prostitutes been legitimised as spokespersons or self determining agents 
. . . it is a radical political stance to assume prostitute legitimacy. 

Similarly, the editor of Sex Work maintains that "my intent was to provide space for 

women to write about their lives ... I was open to all points of view as long as they 

came from working women themselves " (Delacoste and Alexander 1987:3). 

Resemblance with the purpose of the mediated voice is not coincidental; the 

unmediated voice is a "progression" for feminists, and as such, similarities are 

inevitable. Like the mediated voice, the atmosphere is "pro" prostitution, and the 

attitude is that "a blow job is better than no job" (Margo St James in Pheterson 

1989:21). Like the mediated voice, presentation of the facts from the experts is the 

overriding purpose. As is claimed in Sex Work, "We know better than anyone what 

is healthy and what is not healthy about our work" (Debi Sundahl in Alexander and 

Delacoste 1987: 180). 



Consequently, there are common themes between the unmediated and mediated 

voice. The earning capacity is often cited as paramount: "But there's so much 

money in it" (Carole in Alexander and Delacoste 1987: 174); "prostitution provided 

the money" (Sunny Carter in Alexander and Delacoste 1987: 165); "the bottom line 

in this business is money" (Peggy Morgan in Alexander and Delacoste 1987:24); 

"the money was lots better" (Judy Helfand in Alexander and Delacoste 1987: 100); "I  

did it for the money" (Carole in Alexander and Delacoste 1987:171). Also 

comparable are the justifications for prostitution which involve therapy for married 

men: "prostitution is not unlike being a counsellor or psycl~ologist" (Aline in 

Alexander and Delacoste 1987: 134); "Sex work is nurturing, healing work" (Carol 

Leigh in Alexander and Delacoste 1987:124). The final similarity is the implicit 

suggestion that the work is necessary and inevitable, based on the primacy of the 

male sexual urge: "you would be amazed at how desperate the men are to have sex" 

(Phyllis Luman Metal in Alexander and Delacoste 1987: 120). 

However, without any mediation, the dialogues and the debates in Vindication, and 

the prose, poetry and articles in Sex Work, are necessarily descriptive and 

experiential. As such they constitute nothing more than a chronicle of the industry 

and one that is often contradictory. For example, in Vindication, there is unanimous 

support for both the prostitute and the integrity of a woman's choice to enter 

prostitution without stigmatisation or harassment. In contrast, Sex Work gives space 

to alternate views, the most organised of which is WHISPER (women hurt in 

systems of prostitution engaged in revolt), an organisation of prostitutes who believe 

that all women are victims, that no woman chooses to be a prostitute and that 

prostitution can only be understood as an institution created by patriarchy to control 

and abuse women (in Alexander and Delacoste 1987: 17). This raises an interesting 

issue with regard to speaking for others, remembering that this very dilemma has led 

feminists along the continuum to the unmediated voice. Can prostitutes in 

Vindication claim to speak for all 'whores', at their 'World Whores Congress', with 

any more validity than feminists can speak for all women, including prostitutes? It 

appears they have been allowed to by feminists since their experience overrides 

feminist intervention in either voice. 



2.8. The Effect: 

silencing the feminist critique. 

Feminists currently face a dilemma about prostitution that stems from the perceived 

choice to be made between supporting prostitutes and critiquing prostitution. 

Contemporary feminists have been effectively 'warned off' critiquing prostitution 

through both the re-reading of nineteenth century feminist exploits and the politically 

divisive prostitution debate. As a consequence, any critique of prostitution is viewed 

as a conservative, moralising stance against prostitutes and this is reinforced for 

contemporary feminists through the portrait painted of their prudish, moralising 

conservative feminist sisters. Nineteenth century feminist exploits are thus re-read 

from a position within a contemporary and divisive debate. Whilst it has been 

suggested that such a way of knowing about prostitution is an inadequate way of 

understanding both the nineteenth century and contemporary feminist platforms, such 

a way of knowing persists. 

As has also been discussed in this chapter, one position in the prostitution debate 

(those that are labelled pro-prostitution) gains the most support not' only from 

feminists and prostitutes but also from the contemporary discourse surrounding 

sexuality. These three factors are combined with the contemporary feminist aversion 

to speaking for others. The beginnings of contemporary feminism in the western 

world are recognised as essentially a white middle class movement. Nevertheless 

contemporary feminism is based on the assertion that all women are silenced in 

patriarchal society. This belief in a common experience of oppression has 

influenced a central tenet in feminist thought - that feminists would not silence 

disadvantaged women, whether black, working class or prostitutes (Cohen 1988:288- 

308,338-348). However, allowing prostitutes to speak for themselves has effectively 

silenced the feminist critique on prostitution. It has also meant that whilst the 

prostitute has gained interminable attention, the client has been virtually ignored by 

feminists as a specific focus. Thus at one level, rather than opposing mainstream 

mythologies (a position integral to any feminist analysis), such a focus perpetuates 

the notion that prostitution's main player is the woman. 



Whilst contemporary feminists are finding it difficult to problematise the institution 

of prostitution whilst simultaneously supporting the women who sell sex, this was a 

dilemma not faced by nineteenth century feminists. As has been demonstrated in 

this chapter, nineteenth century feminists were able to assert sisterhood at the same 

time that they critiqued the institution, and they did this through problematising 

men's need for illicit sex. This position has largely been avoided by contemporary 

feminists because of its relation to the nineteenth century feminist 'anti-sex' 

platform. 

But this does not mean that there are no models within feminism for critiquing the 

demand. In 1981, McIntosh, from a Marxist perspective, asked the question 'Who 

needs prostitutes?' and examined this question in terms of the ideology of male 

sexual needs. She argued that a taste for commercial sex is an aspect of male 

privilege "just as a taste for Meissen vases is an aspect of class privilege" (McIntosh 

1981:62). The question thus can only be seen "as a sociological and not a biological 

one. Its answer is rooted in specific social structures" (McIntosh 198 1:63). 

McIntosh also recognised that such an ideology "both supports and is supported by 

the structures of male dominance ... [whilst] not so obvious perhaps is the way that 

prostitution reinforces that ideology " (1 98 1 : 63-64) : 

Yet the existence of female and not male prostitution must bolster the idea that 
women do not need sex enough to demand it in the market and that men need 
it enough to be willing to pay for it ... prostitution contributes to the casting of 
woman as object and man as subject, and thus to the prevailing ideology 
(McIntosh 198 1 : 63-64). 

In 1985, Jeffreys, from a radical feminist perspective, also asked 'who uses 

prostitutes?'. In a specific political context, Jeffreys raised concern over the 

problems feminists face with the issue of prostitution. Like this thesis, Jeffreys 

pointed to what she termed a "conspiracy of silence going on about prostitution. 

How many women know that the men attached to them use prostitutes?" (Jeffreys 

1985: 6 1). Unlike this thesis, Jeffreys discovered a clear relationship between male 

sexuality and the social control of women. In fact, Jeffreys critiqued McIntoshYs 

analysis which she claimed "shows no understanding of the crucial function of male 

sexuality under male supremacy" (Jeffreys 1985:63). Whilst this does not seem to 



be a fair critique of McIntosh, who does appear to configure a strong relationship 

between male dominance and the ability to buy sex, neither Jeffreys nor McIntosh 

were able to take their critique further than this. As such, prostitutes, like all 

women, tend to get positioned as the victims of male dominance/control, though 

clearly there is a difference between the two theorists with regard to their emphasis 

of this point. Whilst Jeffreys can continually proclaim her support of prostitutes, 

she cannot position them as other than the victims of male sexuality. 

This is a general problem of the radical feminist position which position men as the 

object of feminist enquiry. As was demonstrated in this chapter with regard to 

Jeffreys' re-reading of nineteenth century feminist exploits, and as will be detailed in 

Chapter Four with regard to Dworkin and MacKinnon's political stance on 

pornography, radical feminists position the problem of male sexuality as their 

primary focus. Whilst they have not particularly targetted the client of prostitution, 

a radical feminist position would not see the problem of prostitution as different 

from the problem of heterosexual sex. The buyer of sex only exemplifies the 

problems of a society where men have the power to define what is sexual. What 

radical feminists have been unable to do is to challenge the mutually exclusive nature 

of their formulations. With men identified as the problem, women are only ever the 

victims of men's sexuality, control, oppression, power or domination. Whilst 

radical feminists support women they are locked into the mutually exclusive nature 

of the dualisms of victim and agent. 

This is very different to critiques of masculinity that are to be examined in Chapter 

Four. This work is not dominated by a radical feminist theory but by the various 

theories of socialisation, and as such it has its own problems. Most importantly, 

such a position separates masculinity from male sexuality, and in the more 

sophisticated versions of Connell and MacKinnon, allocates the male body a passive 

role in the acquisition of a sense of self. Moreover, because these analyses position 

masculinity as the object of their enquiry, the client of prostitution is not considered 

a suitable subject. This separation of the social and the sexual permeates all 

analyses of masculinity and has specific ramifications for theorising the client of 

prostitution, as will be discussed. 



In different ways both Jeffreys and McIntosh, the only feminist critiques of the client 

before Pateman's (1988) significant work on the topic, demonstrate that the feminist 

fear for this direction in research is not entirely misguided. How does one critique 

the client whilst supporting the prostitute and critiquing the institution? It is the 

contention of this thesis that whilst there are critiques of the client, (and men more 

generally) they tend to reinscribe the prostitute (andlor women) as victim. 

Nevertheless, the most recent challenge to the client gives contemporary feminists a 

plan of action that allows for a shift of focus to the client without these problems. 

Pateman's (1988) work enables feminists to counter the prostitute voice of 

experience with an equally confident declaration that a demand for paid sex is a 

problem but without replicating the nineteenth century feminist position. As 

discussed in the Introduction, and to be demonstrated in Chapter Five, Pateman's 

critique of the client relies on understanding the male demand for sex as an outcome 

of the organisation of modern liberal democracies rather than as an outcome of his 

supremacy, dominance or social control. This allows its conception as a social 

choice more than a natural need, more the result of the quest for rationality than the 

result of the loss of irrationality. Such a position enables feminists to move outside 

the politically divisive prostitution debate, since neither the 'pro' or 'anti' sides of 

the debate are willing to problematise male sexuality to such an extent. Clearly, the 

notion of the prostitute as 'victim of male vice' is also circumvented in this critique. 

Her ability to sell, like his ability to buy, is nothing more (or less) than the outcome 

of their positioning in and through the modern body politic. Unlike the work of 

McIntosh (1979) and Jeffreys (1985) her choice and her agency can be incorporated 

through such a recognition. 

This move in contemporary feminism is necessary. Ultimately, in the popular 

feminist strategies discussed in this chapter, feminists and prostitutes at some point 

have to come face to face concerning differing plans for prostitution. Necessarily, 

whenever this happens it is going to cause problems. Feminists are currently 

avoiding this confrontation by placing themselves in a position where their support 

for prostitutes actually undermines their long term goal of eradication. Whilst I 

have argued that feminists have been 'warned off' any critique of prostitution, it has 



also been asserted that placing the demand for paid sexual relations as integral to the 

organisation of modern liberal democracies may allow feminists to reconfigure their 

theoretical conceptualisation and, thus, their political position. How the male sexual 

practice of buying sex is currently understood, and how feminists have engaged with 

the assumptions that direct these ways of knowing, forms the focus for the next two 

chapters. 



CHAPTER THREE. KNOWING THE CLIENT: 

AN ORDINARY BLOKE DOING WHAT COMES 

NATURALLY. 

3.1. Introduction. 

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss how we have come to know the client of 

prostitution since the Second World War. Like the prostitute, a number of discourses 

have gained pre-eminence in the ability to know the client. And, as in Chapter One, 

this chapter will examine the influence of psychoanalysis and psychology, sexology and 

sociobiology, sociology and history in current ways of knowing him. 

The fact is, however, that the client has not gained nearly the same attention as the 

prostitute. It will become evident that this is because his behaviour is generally 

considered by social theorists to be within the range of normal male sexual behaviour. 

The resultant naturalising of the client's behaviour in social theory has occurred through 

the application of biological determinism, most notably in the form of sexology, but 

with sociobiology a recent contributor. Such explanations are based on analogies to the 

animal kingdom (especially the 'higher primates'), but man's natural promiscuity, 

inhibited (unnaturally) by society in general and women in particular, is also traced 

throughout history. Prostitution's inevitability is assured through such ways of knowing 

the client. It is only within psychoanalysis, where bought sex is considered to fill a 

psychopathological demand, that the client's behaviour is in any way problematised. 

However, even within this way of knowing him, the buying of sex is explained as a 

symptom of a larger sexual disorder rather than a problem in itself. 

Thus for most theorists, one-off, irregular or even regular visits to prostitutes, are quite 

comprehensible and in need of little explanation. Prostitution, they claim, is a harmless 

recreational and sexual alternative for nearly all men at some point in their lives. 

Regular clients that visit prostitutes exclusively however demand more of the theorist's 

attention. Interestingly, these men are divided into two groups based on the 

circumstances of their visits. Those for whom it is considered perfectly reasonable to 



buy sex regularly and exclusively from prostitutes include married men separated from 

wives, or with wives who do not fulfil their conjugal obligations (through sickness for 

example), men in the forces and away from loved ones, old men and ugly men, to name 

but a few. For these men, buying sex is considered unproblematic behaviour since they 

cannot 'get it' in other ways. These men are theorised as needing to buy sex. 

Importantly, it is a need that is considered explicable and understandable precisely 

because of the predominance of biological ways of knowing the client and his 

behaviour. The other group of regular and exclusive clients of prostitutes, understood 

as in the minority by all theorists including psychoanalysts, are those 

psychopathologically attached to prostitutes. These men also need to buy sex, but it is 

a need that is considered a problem, and one that requires treatment. 

Three groups of clients are thus discernible in the literature: recreational buyers of sex, 

necessary buyers of sex, and psychopathological buyers of sex. But, since 

psychopathological clients are considered to be in the minority even by psychoanalysts, 

buying sex is generally conceptualised as either a sexual alternative or a sexual need. 

Moreover, such ways of knowing are not confined to certain paradigms or decades, nor 

are they necessarily contradictory. As will be demonstrated throughout. this chapter, 

sexology permits both explanations, and since sexology informs most analyses of the 

client, it can be incorporated unproblematically. 

Throughout this chapter, the subtle differences between and within theoretical 

paradigms will be addressed. However, of central interest will be the unexamined 

assumption of the male sex drive as natural and normal. This theoretical way of 

knowing male sexuality underpins all analyses to be discussed in this chapter. Such an 

assumption also explains the status of the male client as 'acting naturally' in policy and 

the media, and as 'innocent citizen' in legislation (with these the focus of the final 

chapter). Moreover, the contrast with the ways in which theorists within these 

paradigms have continued to position the prostitute as, in some way, sexually deviant, 

is particularly pointed. 

Of as much interest for this thesis however is the feminist silence that this 

understanding of the client exemplifies. Feminists have problematised male sexual 



behaviour in the areas of pornography and rape, for example (Brownmiller 1976; 

Dworkin 1976, 1981; MacKinnon 1982, 1983, 1987, 1988), but have been loathe to 

critique the buying of sex in prostitution. The reasons for this silence will be briefly 

alluded to in this chapter, and discussed in more detail in Chapters Four and Five. 

3.2. Psychical Impotence and Overattachment: 

the client and psychoanalysis. 

It is those researchers influenced by the primacy of the psyche who have had the most 

to say, and who have done the most research, on the 'psychopathological' buyer of 

sexual services. As with the studies of the prostitute, problems in the individual psyche 

of the client are used to understand and explain his behaviour. Unlike studies of the 

prostitute, psychoanalysts do not appear to universalise the behaviour of this client, and 

are often at pains to distinguish his behaviour from the majority of clients. 

Psychoanalytic concern for the client's behaviour is necessarily restricted to those that 

seek the psychoanalyst's services. Interestingly, most clients who become patients of 

psychoanalysts do not actively seek help because they are clients but because they are 

impotent with their wives or girlfriends. Only in the course of therapy is it revealed 

to the psychoanalyst that impotence does not arise when the patient visits prostitutes, 

something he tends to do on a regular basis. Psychoanalysts thus conclude that the men 

who visit prostitutes exclusively, and who are only potent with them, are not normal. 

Their focus on the client's regressive sexuality leads them inevitably to the oedipus 

phase of the boy child's development. As outlined in Chapter One, it is during the 

oedipus phase that the boy child directs his sexual urges toward his mother and hates 

his father as a rival. After a time however, the boy child begins to dread his father, 

due to an increasing castration fear. Soon after this he renounces his sexual urges 

towards his mother, identifies with his father and represses all relevant memories during 

the latency period. At puberty, repressed sexual urges surface, are re-directed toward 

adult partners, and the male achieves genital sexuality (Gleitman 1981:462-476). 



However, psychoanalysts conclude that for this buyer of sexual services, all has not 

gone according to plan. They are specifically concerned with the male's continued 

attachment to the mother as both the desired and the feared love object. Glover 

(1969:6) maintains that such a fixation occurs when the original conflict over infantile 

love has been excessive, either because the primitive sexual components were too 

strong, or the associated hatreds and jealousies too stringent. The result is a cleavage 

between the erotic and non-erotic aspects of infantile love which persists into adult life. 

Such a split leads to difficulties in directing sexual urges and mental love feelings 

toward the same object: 

the adult may love idealised objects, but be incapable of sexual relations with 
them, or, alternatively, he may be capable of sexual gratification only with 
'deteriorated7 sexual objects whom he cannot love, and, in many instances, 
despises. It will be seen that these difficulties in the diffusion and refusion of 
erotic and idealised love have a close bearing on the problem of prostitution. 
Some husbands, it is true, are able to effect an erotic compromise within 
marriage, as when they persuade their, often inhibited, wives to dress or behave 
like 'tarts' before intercourse ... But by many people of the highest intellectual 
and ethical development such compromises cannot be achieved and they find 
themselves compulsorily attached to prostitutes, because only with prostitutes are 
they capable of sexual potency . . . You can see that in such instances the prostitute 
satisfies a psychopathological demand (Glover 1969: 6-7). 

Glover is using the Freudian concept of 'psychical impotence' to explain the client who 

is sexually potent only with prostitutes and thus has sexual relations exclusively with 

them. It is the same explanatory tool used by Choisy to interpret a client in a similar 

situation: 

N. was hardly twenty five when he married a pretty girl of good birth. They 
seemed a loving couple. Yet N. was quite incapable of performing the sexual act 
with her . . . He went every Monday to a different prostitute . . . 'Of course an 
honest man can't really perform these dirty things with his beloved wife, who is 
a pure creature of God. It is my angel who prevents my erection when I am at 
home. With that devilish harlot I can do what every man does. Her body is an 
outlet for the sinner and she gets paid for it' (Choisy 196158-59). 

According to Choisy, the psychical impotence experienced by N. is the direct result of 

an unresolved oedipus phase, specifically the direction of love and desire to the first 

love object, the mother. Briefly, the sensual feeling that has remained active from 

infancy seeks only objects evoking no reminder of the person forbidden to him. The 
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impression made by someone deserving of high estimation leads not to sexual excitation 

but to feelings of tenderness which remain erotically ineffectual. Thus the adult male 

feels his sexual activity hampered by his respect for the woman and only develops full 

sexual potency when he finds himself in the presence of a lower type of sexual object 

(Choisy 196 1 54-6 1). 

Similarly, Greenwald's analysis of the 'compulsive john' maintains that unsatisfactory 

sexual relations with women other than prostitutes are based on an overattachment to 

the mother - and the consequent need to assure oneself that the sex partner is as much 

unlike the mother as possible. In addition, prostitutes evoke the feeling of degradation 

in sex (Greenwald 1958: 176). Like Choisy, Greenwald bases his conclusions of the 

'compulsive john' on his psychoanalysis of one client, Barry: 

Early in his sexual life Barry had found it difficult to permit himself to have 
sexual relations with a 'good' girl and began to search constantly for prostitutes 
. . . [during and after analysis] he had begun to recognise the mingling of fear and 
desire that he had for his mother and the fact that because of this mingled fear 
and desire he had found it impossible to establish satisfactory relations with a 
'good' (that is mother-like) woman (Greenwald 1958: 168). 

Like psychoanalytic theorising of the prostitute, the significance of payment is either 

ignored or given subconscious meaning beyond its conscious economic status. Glover 

(1969) does not mention any type of economic transaction when discussing the client, 

although the economics of the relationship are discussed in relation to the prostitute. 

It must be concluded that Glover places no weight on the payment for sexual services. 

What is of more concern for Glover is the client's choice of a 'profane' or 'debased' 

love object. In contrast, Choisy (1961 :63) maintains that money increases the mutual 

contempt of the partners in the act: "The man who pays for using as he likes a beautiful 

body, with legal permission to soil it, treats women as merchandise ... Women and 

money are interchangeable. He thingifies them". Whether this is presumed to be an 

unconscious or a conscious motivation is not revealed by Choisy. However, one would 

assume that it remains an unconscious motivation. As such, the buying of sex is treated 

as a symptom rather than the problem itself. Greenwald (1958: 172) explains that for 

Barry "by paying he apparently felt that he placated them and that they wouldn't be 

angry with him". Like Choisy, Greenwald's analysis places the payment as a symptom 



of the larger problem, which was Barry's mingled fear of and desire for his mother and 

the subsequent fear of both 'good' and 'bad' women. 

Whilst they may not agree on the significance of payment, they do concur that, like 

psychoanalytic analyses of the prostitute, the buyer is not responsible for his behaviour, 

since the fraternising with prostitutes is only a symptom of the larger sexual disorder 

(see also Kirkendall 1960, 1961 ; Kotkov 1957; Lowenstein 1957; Hitschmann 1956; 

Lewin 1952; Flugel 1948; Karpman 1947). As a basic neurotic trend is at the core of 

the behaviour, this client's behaviour does require modification. Unlike psychoanalytic 

investigations of prostitutes (where the information gained from analysis is clearly 

universalised to explain the motivation for entrance and consequently the psychological 

profile of all prostitutes), psychoanalytic discussions of the client vacillate between a 

universalising tendency and an explanation that the profile they have constructed is valid 

for only a minority of clients. 

For example, Choisy (1961:54) maintains that while there is a "bourgeois" belief that 

"psychical impotence is erroneously considered as inseparable from the male", she 

considers this a sign of abnormal sexual development. According to Chofsy (1 96 1:55), 

the 'normal' psychosexual development of a man is organised around the love and 

desire of the same object. "It is normal for a man to love and desire the same object". 

Those men who disassociate erotic life, and thus suffer from 'psychical impotence' are 

"the preordained customers of the prostitutes" (Choisy 1961:54). At this point it is 

difficult to decide whether, for Choisy, all customers of prostitutes suffer from 

psychical impotence. However, Choisy does believe that it is not normal for men to 

disassociate their erotic life: "where such men love, they cannot desire and where they 

desire they cannot love" (196154). Whether this is the only condition in which men 

buy sex, or simply a precondition for buying sex in the case of some men, is difficult 

to ascertain. Certainly Choisy does not elaborate beyond the one client on whom all 

her discussion is based. 

Whilst neither Glover (1969) nor Choisy (1961) discuss clients other than those that fit 

their psychopathological profile, Greenwald (1958: 161) divides his subjects into three 

groups - occasional, habitual and compulsive - maintaining that occasional clients are 



the majority of all clients (between 50 and 75 percent). Whilst Greenwald (1958: 161) 

states that there is some overlap between the three categories, he nevertheless treats 

them as fairly distinct groups of clients. Thus 'Occasional Johns' 

are men who may be in town for a sales meeting or convention, and who at home 
usually lead staid and respectable lives but who, when they are away from home 
and in a large city, consider the trip incomplete without the services of a call girl. 
Others, alone in a strange city missing their wives, try to find some surcease from 
their loneliness by paying for the services of a call girl. Occasional Johns may 
also be local businessmen who once in a while get the urge to kick over the traces 
or who sometimes join a customer they are entertaining, as it would seem 
ungracious to offer something to a guest in which they themselves are not willing 
to partake (Greenwald 1958: 161). 

According to Greenwald, 'Habitual Johns' are slightly different and crave not just the 

sexual release but also some form of friendship or social relationship. "They frequently 

tend to make a friend of one special girl, or several girls, and may establish a 

relationship in addition to the purely commercial one" (Greenwald 1958: 162). 

Greenwald makes it quite clear that the bulk of the demand does not fit the description 

of 'psychopathology', and as such, the majority of the demand becomes defined as 

unproblematic. 

Interestingly, Greenwald's analysis of the occasional and habitual john suggests that 

clients act at the conscious level. The reasons for visiting are described rather than 

explained and it becomes quite clear that there is no attempt to look for unconscious 

motives originating from the psyche. The only logical conclusion one can draw, 

especially from a psychoanalyst who urges the primacy of the psyche, is that the 

conscious reasons appear credible and perfectly understandable. Greenwald has 

therefore no reason to explore deeper. The result is that whilst Greenwald explained 

all prostitutes as pathological, he understands the majority of clients to be normal. 

Whilst the psychic maladjustment of some clients is perpetuated outside social theorising 

in the 1950s and 1960s to parliamentary debates of the late twentieth century,' it will 

be demonstrated throughout this and the final chapter that the psychoanalytic framework 

See for example, Mr Hann (Victorian Legislative Assembly, 21 November 
1986:2504). 



is considered relevant for few clients. Such interpretations of 'psychic maladjustment' 

are considered valid only for those clients who demonstrate an inexplicable (to the 

social theorist convinced by biological explanations for the buying of sex) exclusive and 

regular patronage of prostitutes. As a consequence, the male's behaviour is 

increasingly normalised, and this has been achieved through the ascendancy of 

sophisticated and scientifically legitimated forms of biological determinism. It is these 

knowledges and their influence across academic disciplines and theoretical paradigms 

that now require discussion. 

3.3. Buying Sex as a Necessary Alternative: 

the client and his biology. 

When the client of prostitution is considered, two biologically informed discourses have 

had the most impact: sexology and sociobiology. Whilst it is recognised that each has 

had a separate influence on ways of knowing the client, and is informed by knowledges 

other than biology, psychology and medicine for sexology, social anthropology and 

animal ethology for sociobiology, it is recognised that each is also clearly underpinned 

by certain biologically informed understandings about the 'sex instinct' in the male. 

The basic tenets of each discourse will be discussed separately in this section, and their 

influence traced throughout the remainder of the chapter. 

The rise of sexology is also the rise of the individualising of sex, and two moments are 

particularly important in this emergent discourse. The first was the impact of 

Darwinism, the second the appearance of Krafft-Ebing's Psychopathia Sexualis. 

Charles Darwin's Origin of the Species, published in 1859, had hinted at the 

applicability of the theory of natural selection to man. His publication of The Descent 

of Man in 1871 added "the claim that sexual selection (the struggle for partners) acted 

independently of natural selection (the struggle for existence) so that survival depended 

upon sexual selection, and the ultimate test of biological success lay in reproduction" 

(Weeks 1985: 67): 

This allowed a legitimate revival of interest in the sexual aetiologies ('origins') 
of individual behaviour and a sustained effort to delineate the dynamics of sexual 



selection, the sexual impulse, and the differences between the sexes. Biology 
became the avenue into the mysteries of Nature, and its findings were legitimised 
by the evidence of natural history. What existed 'in Nature' provided evidence 
for what was human (Weeks 1985:67). 

The appearance of Psychopathia Sexualis in 1887 "erupted into print the speaking 

pervert, the individual marked, or marred, by his (or her) sexual impulses" (Weeks 

1985:67). Important for discussion in this chapter was not the sexological concentration 

on the 'abnormal', but how this concentration threw light on the 'normal'. The concept 

of heterosexuality, for instance, was only invented after the homosexual had been 

discovered and named. 

Whether speaking of the normal or the abnormal, two issues directed the sexological 

understanding of sexual behaviour. The first was the notion of the sex instinct, "a 

complex natural process which needed to be understood in all its forms" (Weeks 

1985:68). The second was the belief that sexology, as a sexual science, was the 

handmaiden of sexual reform, "the harbinger of a new sexual order built on a rational 

understanding of our true sexual nature" (Weeks 1985:72). Both dimensions are central 

to the feminist critique of sexology (Jackson 1984:45-84), and each have had an impact 

on ways of knowing the client. 

Certainly the significance of sex, and thus the sex instinct, has been central to 

sexologists since the nineteenth century: 

Sex has been defined as an overpowering urge in the individual, a 'physiological 
law', 'a force generated by powerful ferments', which is the guarantor of our 
deepest sense of self. The image of male sex as an unbridled almost 
uncontrollable force (a 'volcano', as Krafft-Ebbing graphically put it, that 'burns 
down and lays waste all around it; ... a [sic] abyss that devours all honour, 
substance and health) is one that has dominated our response to the subject. We 
perceive what has been called a 'basic biological mandate', a powerful energy that 
presses on, and so must be controlled by the cultural matrix. Sex is a force 
outside and set against society (Weeks 1985:81). 

Whilst the dominant view of the sexual instinct up to the 1920s was of a "complex 

process involving both biological and psychological factors", this gave rise to two very 

different views of the role of the sexual instinct amongst sexologists: either "a 

pansexualist vision where sex became the sole explanatory force for social phenomena 



[or] as only one of the great forces in contention which shaped civilisation" (Weeks 

1985:83). Weeks (1985:83) contends that it was the latter, promulgated by writers such 

as Havelock Ellis and Sigmund Freud, which opened the way for the later investigations 

of sexologists such as Kinsey (1948, 1953) and Masters and Johnson (1966). A 

rejection of pansexuality suggested that the sex instinct was always subject to restraint 

and modification. If this was the case, the naturalness of heterosexuality could be 

questioned. Sexologists circumvented this by proposing a different evolutionary 

strategy for men and women. Two polarities were thus established by sexoiogists in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth century that have subsequently dominated sexual 

thinking: polarities between men and women, and between the normal and the 

abnormal. 

Nevertheless, the idea of a continuum of sexual practices has been advocated by 

sexologists since the Second World War, breaking down the distinctions between the 

normal and abnormal. Certainly this is evident in The Kinsey Reports, especially 

Kinsey 's: 

radical refusal of moral judgement on sexuality. Nothing it seemed, that was 
biologically possible was in itself intrinsically harmful . . . But the first polarity, 
between men and women, has been taken much more as given, irreducible. So 
Kinsey even when challenging absolute distinctions noted that, 'It takes two sexes 
to carry on the business of our human social organisation'. Note the jump from 
bodily difference to social division (Weeks 1985: 85). 

The construction of a continuum of sexual practices as 'normal' is linked closely to the 

sexologists7 second major aim - that of sexual enlightenment. However, it is a sexual 

enlightenment tempered with gender-appropriate behaviour which is defined in relation 

to appropriate sexual practices: "to be a normal man is to be attracted to the opposite 

sex; to be a normal woman is to be a welcoming recipient of male wooing" (Weeks 

1985: 86). 

Certainly sexological investigations of the client perpetuate the buying of sex as normal 

for a man based on his need for sex. The first major sexological investigation into the 

client was made by Alfred Kinsey, the results of which were contained in his larger 

study published in 1948, Sexual Behaviour in the Human Male. Here Kinsey 

(1948597) discovered that prostitution no longer provided the major source of non- 



marital heterosexual outlet for American males. Whilst Kinsey (1948:597) ascertained 

that "69 per cent of the total white male population ultimately has some experience with 

prostitutes", he calculated that "something between 3.5 and 4 per cent of the total outlet 

of the total male population (single and married) is drawn from relations with female 

prostitutes", and that prostitution thus "accounts for less than one-tenth of the non- 

marital outlet of the male population". Kinsey (1948:603) also calculated the "mean 

average frequency of intercourse with prostitutes as 0.093 per week, which is little less 

than 5 times per year". Moreover: 

the percentage of males in each social level who are frequenting prostitutes today 
[Kinsey's estimate per million of total population was close to 1 659 000 per year] 
is almost precisely the same as the percentage which had such experience twenty 
or more years ago. While there are considerable differences in frequencies for 
males of the different social levels which may live together in the same town, 
[men from a lower socio-economic class have twice the number of contacts of 
men from a higher socio-economic class, irrespective of marital status or age] 
there are practically no differences between the males of two generations which 
are as far apart as the two world wars. 

Nevertheless, Kinsey (1948:603) affirmed that the frequency of visits had been 

significantly reduced, with "the present day male making such contacts only two-thirds, 

or even half, as often as the older generation did". Whilst he accounted for this change 

through "educational campaigns and the legal moves which have more recently been 

made against prostitution", he noted a "definite increase in the amount of intercourse 

with girls who are not prostitutes", and that "the totals for pre-marital intercourse have 

not been materially changed" (Kinsey 1948:603). This demonstrates an issue that is not 

accounted for in the sexological imagination: that whilst men's sexual behaviour 

changed little in the period in which sexology had its impact, women's changed 

significantly. 

However if, as sexology tells us, prostitution is simply about the male need for sex, 

there must be a link between the changing sexual behaviour of women and the decrease 

in the frequency of the demand for prostitutes. Faced with this connection, the 

sexologist has been increasingly called on to explain why men still need to buy sex 

given their increasing access to non-prostitute women willing to have sex for free. For 

Kinsey (1948:606-608) the explanation was simple: men go to prostitutes because they 

have insufficient sexual outlets in other directions. Given that Kinsey was writing pre- 



'sexual revolution7, such an explanation could well have been sufficient to the 

sexological way of knowing the client. However, Kinsey was also motivated by his 

belief in sex reform and sexual enlightenment and thus included a further justification 

for prostitution. He saw a role for prostitutes "to provide types of sexual activity which 

are not so readily available elsewhere". He also added that men go to prostitutes 

"because it is simpler to secure a sexual partner commercially than it is to secure a 

sexual partner by courting", because "intercourse with a prostitute is cheaper than 

intercourse with any other girl", "because they can pay for sexual relations and forget 

other responsibilities", and "because they are more or less ineffective in securing sexual 

relations with other girls". In the latter category, Kinsey included men who are 

deformed physically, deaf, blind, severely crippled, spastic or otherwise handicapped. 

He believed that without access to prostitutes these men could suffer "considerable 

psychic disturbance" : 

Finally, at the lower social levels there are persons who are feeble minded, 
physically deformed, and so repulsive and offensive physically that no girl except 
a prostitute would have intercourse with them. Without such outlets, these 
individuals would become even more serious social problems than they already 
are (Kinsey 1948:608). 

For Kinsey, the sexological notion of the sex instinct was the central explanation for the 

buying of sex by men. However, the fact that men continued to buy sex when their 

sexual needs appeared to be sufficiently met required a further justification for the 

demand for prostitution. Kinsey thus proclaimed that prostitution was a valid and 

valuable sexual alternative for men for reasons compatible with, but other than, simple 

sexual release. Such a way of understanding the demand for prostitution did not 

overturn the notion of need since this was never questioned. Most men, though 

apparently less frequently than their fathers, still required access to prostitutes. This 

also fitted in neatly with the sexological commitment to sexual reform and a desire to 

remove the notion of 'the abnormal' from 'natural' sexual practices. The impact of 

Kinsey's sexological understanding of the client and his behaviour was immediate. This 

is demonstrated by analyses of the client that were attempted from this point in time. 

All discussions of the client since 1948, irrespective of discipline, demonstrate clear 

links with sexological ways of knowing him. 



The major impact of sexology on understanding the sexual behaviour of men was thus 

one of scientific rationalisation without judgement. As will be demonstrated throughout 

this chapter, the impact of sexological ways of knowing the client is rarely challenged 

in any discipline and it maintains a stranglehold on current perceptions.' But sexology 

has been helped of late by the rise of sociobiology. The central impact of this other 

form of biological determinism has been a further legitimation of the promiscuous basis 

of male sexual behaviour. 

Sociobiology, defined by its founding father E. 0. Wilson (1975:3) as the "systematic 

study of the biological basis of all social behaviour", is currently the loudest proponent 

of a contemporary form of biological determinism. Its ambition is "to provide solutions 

to intractable problems in social explanation" (Barash 1981:240). It attempts to do this 

by claiming that any human behaviour that has a genetic component is adaptive, that 

is, organisms survive, are selected and inherited because they serve a function. Thus 

social behaviour as diverse as entrepreneurial skill, jealousy, spite, social stratification 

and male domination are dictated by the human genotype (the particular assemblage of 

genes selected and preserved in the course of evolution). Social phenomena are 

explained as products of biological necessity. 

Weeks (1985: 110) claims that whilst "sociobiology sprang ready-armed from the head 

of E. 0. Wilson in 1975 . . . its ideological power is derived from its welding together 

of two intellectual strands: population genetics and animal ethology". It is the latter 

influence that is of most importance to discussion of male sexual behaviour and 

prostitution: 

Recently, sexology has moved further toward physiological explanations for male 
sexual behaviour, and this may be because sexological ways of knowing the client have 
been commandeered by the social sciences. For example, a recent publication of 
selected papers from the Fifth World Congress of Sexology held in 1981 includes a 
number of analyses of male sexual behaviour: Davidson, M. "Of Rats and Men:An 
Animal model of Male Sexual Behaviour"; Hart, B. "Brain Involvement in Male Sexual 
Behaviour"; and Harman, S. et al. "Aging, Sexual Activity and Sex Hormones in 
Healthy Men". Each of these is based on biological models of male sexual behaviour, 
and places all sexual behaviour in an evolutionary time line. Nevertheless, it also 
represents a clear break from earlier sexological studies in that it is more determined 
by physiological, endocrinological and biochemical models of behaviour than biological 
and evolutionary methods of explanation. 



[Animal ethoiogy] is chiefly concerned with what animals do in their natural 
habitat ... its aim had been to challenge the dominance of animal research in 
laboratory conditions .. . its effect was to reinstate notions of the innate ... By 
breaking with anthropomorphism . . . [ethologists] attempted to understand 
specifically animal behaviour. But the paradoxical result of this was an attempt, 
consequently, to understand the animal in man (Weeks 1985: 110; see for example 
Morris 1967; Lorenz 1966; 1970; 1971 ; Tiger and Fox 1971 ; Tiger 1969). 

Whilst ethologists focus on the individual, sociobiologists prefer the gene. Even so, 

sociobiologists make extensive use of the animal kingdom to prove that certain 

behaviours (selfishness and pair-bonding for example) are necessary for the continued 

existence of h;man life. By alluding to the animal kingdom, and discovering similar 

behaviours, sociobiologists can maintain that such behaviours are part of an 

evolutionary time-line: 

Sociobiology gives central place to the 'natural fitness' not of the individual but 
of the gene ... In each generation the victorious genes, victorious by measure of 
their survival, separate and re-assemble to construct new organisms that on 
average contain a higher proportion of the more successful genes. The founding 
characteristics of these genes is their will to survive in the race for life, their 
selfishness . . . The law of natural selection is a law of competition and selfishness. 
The individual is programmed to achieve their [the genes'] purposes (Weeks 
1985: 112). 

In sociobiological theory, sex serves a utilitarian purpose since without it nothing is 

possible. However, it is also based on antagonism and conflicting interests. Since 

'man' and 'woman' are both concerned with the survival of their own gene pool, they 

must negotiate a successful strategy to ensure this occurs. As the female only produces 

one ovum at a time, she has a large investment in each one's survival. In contrast, the 

male produces many sperm and therefore places far less significance on each surviving. 

This produces two very different strategies for gene survival between males and 

females, and explains (to the sociobiologist) not only promiscuity, rape and polygamy 

in males, but also the monogamy of females. It is the unconscious and totally natural 

urging of the selfish gene. Van den Berghe (1978:97-98) elaborates: 

These different reproductive strategies of men and women have both physiological 
concomitants (such as the slower speed of sexual arousal of the human female, 
compared to the male) and numerous cultural ones. The double standard of 
sexual morality, the widespread incidence of polygyny, and extreme rarity of 
polyandry, the institutionalisation of nurturant sex roles for women . . . [However] 
cultural norms have evolved around our biological imperatives . . , We are capable 



of bucking our biology, but most of us are too sensible to try, at least for very 
long (see also Freedman 1979: 12-26). 

Sociobiologists are thus able to derive social as well as sexual differences from the 

differentiated roles that have evolved in men and women. To reinforce their arguments, 

sexually differentiated strategies between males and females are 'discovered' amongst 

all animals that reproduce sexually. Such a discovery 'proves' the importance of the 

current sexually differentiated system. Interestingly, the urgings of the selfish gene 

explain not only the institutionalisation of polygamy, which is found by Breuer 

(1982: 155) in .wrens and baboons, and by van den Berghe (1979:66) in 121 of 130 

African countries, but also the increasing institutionalisation of monogamy - the latter 

due to the maximum support of the offspring that it allows. Thus, the bandwidth of 

normal male sexual behaviour is positioned by the sociobiologist as being rather wide. 

According to Breuer (1982:156), it ranges from "the greylag gander who is a loving 

and, as a rule, faithful husband and a devoted father, to the orang-utan male who not 

only does not contribute anything to the care and protection of his children but even, 

on occasions, rapes a female not complying with his wishes". Nevertheless, Breuer 

(1982: 156-164) states that there are some "generally male" traits of behaviour that can 

be observed in the vast majority of species: 

Males are more easily aroused and more active in courtship, they take more risks 
to get a mate and they are not usually very selective in the choice of their mating 
partners . . . Males are very easily stimulated to engage in courtship . . . A male rat 
[for example] might even cross an electrically charged grid to get to a female . . . 
It is well known that the mating drive of males of many species is so strong that 
they display not only to females of their own species, but also to females of 
related species . . . In the absence of females a male might even court another male 
of his own species or of a related species (Breuer 1982: 156-157). 

Van den Berghe (1979:44) protests that whilst human behaviour is neither promiscuous 

nor rigidly monogamous, "man is a pair-bonding animal". However, our pair bonds 

are asymmetrical; "females seek stabler bonds than males because the male always has 

the option of inseminating other females at minimal cost to himself" (van den Berghe 

1979:45). Thus men are more promiscuous than women because they have more to 

gain (sociobiologically speaking). Nevertheless, van den Berghe (1979:60) asserts that: 

all these events [institutionalised and non-institutionalised promiscuity] are 
temporally circumscribed and clearly bracketed from normal existence. They are 



carefully defined interludes, the seeming licentiousness of which is in fact 
constrained by rules, lest they disrupt the social order. They are most assuredly 
and explicitly not the usual way of doing things ... We are capable of being 
promiscuous on occasions, and we might even temporarily enjoy it for a change, 
especially if we are male, but we dare not produce offspring and organise a 
society on random, indiscriminate mating. 

Here van den Berghe promotes a clear break between sexual relations within marriage 

and sex outside of marriage, based on the cost to the community of 'indiscriminate 

mating'. Nevertheless he justifies sex with prostitutes (and thus outside the central pair 

bond) with the statement that "many men simply do not get as much sex as they would 

like [and] that the preliminaries of human courtship are sufficiently lengthy and costly 

to make mating with a non-prostitute either unlikely or not worth the candle" (van den 

Berghe 1979161). Van den Berghe bases this justification on the knowledge that the use 

of prostitutes by men is in keeping with the urgings of the selfish gene. It is thus 

perfectly understandable. That it is not the most desirable form of mating is also clear, 

given that the costs of rampant promiscuity outweigh the benefits. But these 

judgements aside, van den Berghe understands prostitution as an acceptable form of 

promiscuity for men, and since it is more likely to be a heterosexual en~ounter ,~  it can 

be justified as an avenue for gene pr~mulgation.~ 

It is their theorising on the relations between the genders in particular that has gained 

sociobiology a conservative title and charges of essentialism and reductionism 

(Harroway 1981). Nevertheless, as Weeks (1985: 115-1 17) asserts, sociobiology has 

been influential in a variety of social and political discourses because it explains the 

otherwise inexplicable and because its explanations tally with people's lived experiences 

As Jeffrey Weeks (1985:119) informs us "sociobiological writers are able to 
justify homosexuality, paedophilia and sado-masochism, while never questioning the 
differences between rather than across the genders". Wilson (1978:214) for example 
has suggested that "all that we can surmise of humankind's genetic history argues for 
a more liberal sexual morality, in which sexual practices are to be regarded first as 
bonding devices and only second as a means for procreation". 

Through the sociobiological perspective, van den Berghe explains prostitution as 
dysfunctional for the prostitute since she does not make a suitable investment in her 
offspring by demanding marriage. Nevertheless, such an explanation has not 
significantly challenged psychological and economic ways of knowing her. For this 
reason, the influence of sociobiology was not included in the discussion of the prostitute 
in Chapter One. 



under capitalism. It is also clearly linked with sexological ways of knowing the client 

since it continues biological explanations for social behaviour. As will now be 

demonstrated, all discussions of the client of prostitution, irrespective of discipline, 

utilise these ways of knowing to normalise (or at least justify) his sexual behaviour. 

3.4. Knowing the client through his biology: 

the influence of sexology and sociobiology. 

The influence of biological ways of knowing the client tend to override the usual 

differences between disciplines that were readily identifiable when the prostitute was 

discussed in Chapter One. Nevertheless, the remainder of this chapter will be an 

attempt to discuss the subtle similarities and differences that exist between disciplines 

when the client of prostitution is analysed. Within the sexological tradition specifically, 

Kinsey's work stands out as a guiding light, both in the justification for buying sex 

based on the unquenchable male sex drive, and the normalising of men's sexual 

practices, which continued to require access to prostitutes. For example, Benjamin and 

Ellis (1954: 101) state that "our existing 'monogamic' mores, which inclide numerous 

antisexual laws and customs, make it virtually mandatory that certain sex needs and 

drives will often be best satisfied through males' resorting to prostitutes". This 

explanation is clearly in line with Kinsey's dual discovery that men were having less 

sex with prostitutes and more with non-prostitutes. They cite "quite a few sane reasons 

why many contemporary men patronize prostitutes". These are based on male sex 

drives which "are frequently imperious and of high intensity ... requiring steady 

satisfaction", but also include the necessity of adding "an element of gaiety and variety 

to the ordered complexity of normal life", because "the overwhelming majority of males 

have (like most animals) distinctly varietist or promiscuous sex urges" and due to the 

fact that there is simply "a need for an institution like prostitution which enables a 

relatively large number of males to escape impractical monogamous restrictions" 

(Benjamin and Ellis 1954: 101). Their sexological underpinnings allow them to make 

numerous appeals to 'the male sex drive' as an unchallengeable motivation for access 

to prostitutes in any monogamous society "since only through it can premarital coitus 

of females be reduced and the home and female chastity protected": 



Because imperious male sex drives, when they can only be satisfied by marrying 
a sexually desired girl, inevitably lead many young men to conclude hasty, ill- 
judged marriages, prostitution can serve as a sensible outlet to tone down and 
temporarily deflect such imperious drives . . . Because strong male sex drives, 
when they are allowed virtually no normal outlet, may easily lead to sex crimes 
and aberrations . . . prostitution may serve as a safety valve . . . Because young 
males, when they are deprived of heterosexual outlets, may easily turn to 
homosexual behaviour, prostitutes may render a real service by providing them 
with a heterosexual orientation before they become conditioned to homosexuality 
(Benjamin and Ellis 1954: 102) 

Benjamin and Ellis (1954: 102) also include those men who are physically or mentally 

unable to compete with other males for heterosexual favours, those who are too ugly, 

or repulsive or just plain shy, and men who are "too old to be looked upon with favour 

by almost any female". These males, who also "have powerful sex drives, are often 

in need of the attentions of prostitutes". Similarly, men who are "semi-impotent", or 

who "have special kinds of sex fetishes" must often "resort to prostitutes to have their 

particular sex urges gratified". The fear of impregnating a particular girl also leads 

men to visit prostitutes, as does the objection to "existing courtship amenities" which 

require a considerable investment of time and money for a long period "before she will 

allow them copulatory favours". Finally, as Benjamin and Ellis (1954: 102) inform us 

"many males in contemporary American society have perfectly natural (though 

sometimes legally or socially tabooed) sex desires . . . to satisfy such desires they must 

frequently resort to prostitutes " . 

A decade later, Ellis and Arbanel (1961) reiterated such a sexologically informed way 

of knowing the client. They state that the prostitute "merely provides the opportunity 

for a man to find release from sexual tension in a manner physiologically more normal, 

than, for instance, self-gratification" (Ellis and Arbanel 1961 : 871) . 5  Ellis and Arbanel 

(1 96 1 : 877-878) also explain the advantages of prostitution for the male. These 

advantages include "variety to satisfy their normal sex urges", the necessity of 

prostitution for those men who are "too shy emotionally, too handicapped mentally or 

physically, or too old to compete with other males in winning female sex partners", 

Clearly this is a break from Kinsey (1948) who included self gratification within 
the range of normal male sexual behaviour, and did not make a judgement on its 
relative abnormality in relation to heterosexual intercourse (Kinsey 1948:238-243,273- 
277, 313, 339-343). 



the fact that "many men have deviated sex urges of a sadomasochistic or fetishistic 

nature that can only be satisfied in purchased sexual relations", "many men want to 

escape emotional entanglements, want to avoid obligations or are afraid of impregnating 

a girl", and that "some men merely want to relax in female company with ordinary 

conventions removed". Ellis and Arbanel (1 96 1 : 877) also offer a connection between 

sex crimes and "enforced sex starvation". Whilst they admit that this connection is "not 

generally admitted", they maintain that studies do exist that demonstrate "that sex 

crimes increase when prostitution is successfully suppressed". These studies are not 

cited in their report. This connection is probably based on Kinsey's (1948) discovery 

of the simultaneous decrease in use of prostitutes and increase in non-prostitute women 

as sex partners in America in the 1940s. 

A theme is repeated in these discussions, with explanations for the client's behaviour 

almost identical to previous analyses. However, Ellis and Arbanel (1 96 1 : 876) also find 

it necessary to regurgitate the sexological relationship between the sexes, predominantly 

in relation to "the woman's approach to the entire question". They cite a Dr. Maude 

Glasgow (1945) as the example of a "militant feminist" approach. She "claimed that 

prostitution is a man's business and is established and supported by men',' and berated 

the fact that "the woman alone is the offender". Her solution was to make the client 

equally culpable and thus to be prosecuted along with the prostitute. Ellis and 

Arbanel's reaction to this is perhaps predictable: 

Although some of the charges made by the doctor are essentially true, it is not 
man's tyranny that is responsible for the injustices, but rather the biological 
differences between the sexes ... To put such a proposition into practice 
[criminalising the client] would undoubtedly result either in an absurdly high 
number of arrests or in much more corruption. Furthermore, such repression of 
male sexuality could be highly dangerous. Explosions in the forms of sex crimes, 
seductions or diversions into homosexuality would be infinitely greater than they 
are under the present system, where they are certainly great enough (Ellis and 
Arbanel 196 1 : 876). 

The interesting aspect of this argument is not just the fact that man's sexual urge 

eliminates his culpability in the continuation of prostitution, but the similarity of this 

position to the objections raised by some politicians, the media, and civil libertarians 

when a similar procedure was introduced in Queensland in 1992. Specifically, the 

overload on the police when they had better things to do and the increase in police 



corruption through bribes was coupled with the fear of innocent people (that is, men) 

going to gaol on the whim of a prostitute. Rarely was it implied, either in the media 

or in Queensland Parliament, that men should not buy sex.6 

3.5. Predominantly Normal Blokes: 

the verdict of psychology. 

All psychological studies of the client owe as much to sexology and psychoanalysis as 

they do to psychology. In fact, there is much continuity between Greenwald7s 

psychoanalytic study of the client, Kinsey's sexological analysis, and early 

psychological analyses. For example, Benjamin and Masters (1964) studied the 

prostitute's customers and divided them into two groups: voluntary and compulsive. 

The former, they claim, patronise 'whores' mainly for practical conscious reasons, the 

latter, mainly because of emotional-psychological or other disability (Benjamin and 

Masters 1964: 192). They state, however, that the inference of mental and emotional 

disturbance may be justified "only when the intercourse with prostitutes is exclusive or 

almost exclusive, and when investigation of the circumstances of the individual's life 

discloses no other reasons for the intercourse" (Benjamin and Masters 1964: 193). 

According to Benjamin and Masters (1964: 193): 

exclusive patronage of prostitutes is not after all necessarily symptomatic of 
neurosis. Badly deformed or otherwise handicapped men may be so unattractive 
to women that they are obliged to pay for their sexual contacts. Similarly, large 
concentrations of military manpower, where there are not enough women to go 
around, may also oblige some males to have their intercourse with prostitutes . . . 
To assume that such men, because they have sex exclusively with prostitutes, are 
psychologically incapable of other relationships, is altogether unjustified. 

However, Benjamin and Masters (1964:194) argue that "sexual frustration is by no 

means the only reason why men go to whores". Therefore, "aside from the necessity 

to relieve sexual tension when neither steady nor sporadic satisfaction is available 

- 

See for example, The Courier Mail 26 October 1992: 1; The Courier Mail 27 
October 1992: 1; in Queensland Parliamentary Debates see Mr. Cooper (24 November 
1992): 874, 880; Mr. Beanland (24 November 1992): 900; Mr. Grice (24 November 
1992):907. 



through any other (non-prostitutional) contact", men visit prostitutes for many other 

reasons: because "they need variety to satisfy their normal sex urges"; because "they 

are too shy or insecure emotionally, too handicapped mentally or physically, or too old 

to compete with other males in winning female sex partners"; because "many men have 

deviated sex urges of sadomasochistic or fetishistic nature that can only be satisfied in 

purchased sexual relations" (with the latter "dangerous to society"): because of the 

"desire for socially tabooed forms of sex relations"; because "a large number of men 

want to avoid obligations, are afraid of impregnating a girl, or want to avoid emotional 

entanglements"; and finally, because "some men merely want to relax in female 

company with' the ordinary conventions removed". Clearly Benjamin and Masters 

(1964) have continued a sexological understanding of the necessity of prostitution for 

some men based on their need for sex and lack of access to non-prostitutional outlets. 

Similarly, their inclusion of those men who do not 'need' to buy sex, but rather choose 

it as an alternative, is also indicated. As such, their writings echo the work of 

Benjamin and Ellis (1954) and Ellis and Arbanel (1961) previously discussed. Such a 

way of knowing the client follows closely Kinsey's (1948) discussion of men's reasons 

for patronising prostitutes, with the notion of payment seen as nothing more than a 

means to an understandable end. 

Such an understanding of bought sex is sustained when Benjamin and Masters 

(1964: 195-196) discuss why married men visit prostitutes, whom they believe range 

from 50 to 75 percent of all prostitute's customers. Certainly the case of need is 

circumvented here; nevertheless Benjamin and Masters, following closely the findings 

of Ellis (1959), include the perfectly comprehensible grounds of 

a husband and wife who may be geographically separated, or a husband who may 
desire intercourse more frequently than his wife does ... a husband who is 
determined to have extramarital intercourse but safeguards his marriage by 
avoiding emotional involvement by selecting a prostitute . . . men who are sexually 
below par may be ashamed to have intercourse with their wives. They still have 
sexual needs, however, and they are not ashamed to be poor lovers with 
prostitutes . . . the wife may refuse to take precautions against becoming pregnant. 
The husband, who does not want a child, may then avoid intercourse with her and 
instead go to a prostitute . . . some wives extort money payment or otherwise make 
their husbands pay for sexual intercourse. 



These reasons are not supported by any evidence. Suffice to say they appear to be 

gained from other sexological and psychological writings, the authors' own beliefs and 

the disclosures of the clients themselves, the latter included in their discussion. Typical 

reasons advanced by the clients themselves included "she was attractive", "whores don't 

make a big deal out of sex", "there is no sense of obligation afterward", "no worries 

about making the prostitute pregnant", "cheaper", "I wanted a piece of ass and she was 

there", "Slle'll do things lots of other women won't" (Benjamin and Masters 1964: 196). 

These explanations perpetuate the sexological knowing of the client as a man acting on 

natural sexual 'impulses. Whether he buys access to a prostitute for sexual release or 

sexual variety, his underlying promiscuity is the driving force for his behaviour. But 

what of the psychological ways of knowing? These are reserved for those few clients 

that demonstrate inexplicable, exclusive attachments to prostit~tes.~ With this in mind, 

Benjamin and Masters (1964: 193) discuss the most extreme example of the compulsive 

customer : 

the deviate for whom the prostitute is a kind of fetish, and who is only potent 
with her; or who has so identified sex with sin that he is only potent with the 
prostitute who for him is the most sinful of women, and thus beyond further 
degradation. 

Benjamin and Masters' (1964:203-204) discussion of the 'aberrant' buyer of sex is 

loosely based on the psychoanalytic category of psychical impotence. Such a man "is 

quite potent with prostitutes, but is impotent with some or all other women ... Men of 

this kind may feel that sex is dirty and degrading - something one only does with a 

whore. The very profundity of his love for his wife prohibits him from subjecting his 

wife to so debasing an experience" (Benjamin and Masters 1964:204). Following 

Freud, in his paper Contributions to the Psychology of Love: A Special Type of Choice 

of Object Made by Men, Benjamin and Masters (1964:204) trace this phenomenon to 

the Oedipus Complex. Interestingly, whilst the same categories of 'voluntary' and 

'compulsive' were used by Benjamin and Masters to describe both prostitutes and 

clients, the majority of clients appear to have been placed within the voluntary category. 

There is a clear continuity between Benjamin and Masters' (1964) understanding 
of problematic clients and psychological accounts both preceding and subsequent to their 
analysis (see for example, Sandford 1975; Gibbens 1964). 



Benjamin and Masters (1964: 117) were not so sympathetic toward prostitutes and 

insisted that even those women in the voluntary category were not without neurotic 

tendencies. Such conclusions demonstrate a common assumption about the passive and 

monogamous nature of female sexual practices. Promiscuous sex without desire is 

unnatural for women and thus treated as neurotically motivated. In contrast, male 

sexual practices are regarded as naturally aggressive and promiscuous. For men, visits 

to prostitutes are simply one aspect of normal male sexual behaviour. 

Normalising the bulk of the demand is both the purpose and the result of Benjamin and 

Masters' (1964) discussion. The predominance of a sexological understanding is clearly 

evident when Benjamin and Masters (1964:203) claim that the withholding of sexual 

pleasure through the prohibition of prostitution would be equivalent to letting those who 

are unable to make a living starve to death, or those persons perish who are unable to 

afford physician and hospital. "Is it so much different with sex starvation?" Such 

outcries could be dismissed as laughable, since as Carole Pateman (1983563) correctly 

declares there is one obvious difference between sex and food or medical treatment: no- 

one has yet died from want of sexual release. Moreover, every person has the means 

to find sexual release at hand. Nevertheless, such a conception continues to have 

salience in contemporary understandings of the client of prostitution, to be demonstrated 

in the final chapter. 

Such a clear and simple understanding that men need access to prostitutes is a 

sexological explanation. Certainly the threat of sexually frustrated men to innocent 

women and children still motivates legislation on prostitution and can be found in all 

social theory on the topic, as is demonstrated throughout this chapter. The interesting 

aspect of Benjamin and Masters' (1964) discussion however (and it is to be found in 

other analyses, as will be illustrated) is the relationship between the sexological 

prominence given to the promiscuity of the male sex urge and the sexological belief in 

its development and maintenance of sexual reform and enlightenment. It is undoubtedly 

the latter which has motivated Benjamin and Masters to claim the benefits of choosing 

prostitution for men's sexual health, and this is the case irrespective of the sexologically 

influenced understanding of some men's need for bought sex. Such a way of knowing 



has also disabled psychological ways of knowing for all but the most perverted and 

exclusive clients. 

In contrast to Benjamin and Masters' (1964) sexologically influenced psycho-study, 

Stein's (1974) observations of 1242 clients of 64 call girls in New York between 1968 

and 1972 places both psychological and sexological ways of knowing as central to her 

analysis: 

clients turned to call girls not only for the satisfaction of sexual desires but also 
for the satisfaction of emotional needs - needs for reassurance, intimacy, 
relaxation, adventure, self-esteem (Stein 1974: 1) . . . I began to conceive of the 
sessions as psychosexual transactions: each session involved the exchange of an 
agreed sum of money for the provision of both physical and psychological 
satisfactions (Stein 1974: 13). 

In an elaborate data analysis, Stein divided all the clients in her study into nine (self- 

explanatory) psychosexual types: the opportunist, fraterniser, promoter, adventurer, 

lover, friend, slave, guardian and juvenile. These categories were based on what Stein 

believed to be the psycho-sexual needs of the client being catered for in the transaction 

with a call girl. Nevertheless, Stein was still able to summarise the central reasons for 

men's use of call girls and they follow closely both previous psychological analyses of 

clients (Gibbens and Silberman 1960; Kronhausen and Kronhausen 1960; Ehramm 

1959; Karpf 1953), and those sexological conclusions earlier discussed. Men visit 

prostitutes for quick and convenient sexual release, sexual expansion, gratification 

without emotional involvement, and to fulfil fantasies and work through fetishes (Stein 

1974: 3 1 1-326). These needs are treated as common for normal men, and the demand 

is treated as unproblematic for all the men in Stein's study. In fact, Stein (1974: 10) 

discusses her surprise at the normality of the clients she encountered. "At first I looked 

for some kind of 'abnormality' in the clients. I felt that any man who paid for sex must 

be some kind of loser". What Stein did "discover" was that these men were not 

different to any other upper-middle class men. "My lawyer, my accountant, my 

father's business associates, indeed my father, would not have been out of place among 

them". 

This discussion amply highlights one of the foundation stones of Stein's analysis: the 

sexological desire to place all sexual practices on a continuum of 'normality'. "The 



clients of call girls", she states, "are not, in fact, people who could be considered 

mentally unhealthy. They do have problems, but there is nothing abnormal or 

unhealthy about having problems. The men are sufficiently well integrated to function 

successfully in positions of leadership" (Stein 1974:324). This is a clear break from 

Benjamin and Masters' (1964) analysis, which continued to understand some clients of 

prostitutes as 'abnormal'. Stein's break from earlier psychological studies on this point 

is closely related to her belief that "society tends to surround our body functions and 

natural urges with unnecessary restrictions and prohibitions " (Stein 1974:322). The 

male's response to this, according to Stein, is to visit prostitutes who are "supported by 

the gap between the expressions of sexuality that are permitted and those that are 

desired". She thus sees a continuum between a middle aged man's visit to a call girl 

and the younger generation's interest in "occultism, mysticism, group encounters and 

drugs". "Both phenomena", Stein believes, "represent attempts to accept and enjoy the 

pelvic region, to express emotions and act out impulses of all kinds which society has 

tended to restrict" (Stein 1974:322). She looks forward to the day when "a truly free 

atmosphere will enable everyone to explore his sexuality fully with unpaid partners1'.* 

Nevertheless Stein acknowledges that: 

Those who have no sexual outlet or who suffer from a dysfunction or who have 
difficulty finding a partner because of a physical handicap or because of an 
unusual proclivity will be able to have their needs satisfied by paraprofessional 
participant-therapists [that is, call girls]. 

Stein is of the opinion that there will always be the need for some sort of paid sexual 

service, even in a "truly free atmosphere", and she discusses this need for paid sex 

throughout her analysis. When addressing the possibility that prostitutes could be 

licensed as "participant sex therapists" to "provide a sexual outlet for people now 

deprived of one: the handicapped, people in mental institutions, old age homes, prisons, 

etc.," (Stein 1974:321) she perpetuates a sexological understanding of men's need for 

sex. And she makes it quite clear that it is men she has in mind as the receiver of these 

sexual services. "Sex clinics could employ them [participant sex therapists] as advisers 

to clients of the same sex or as surrogate partners for clients of the opposite sex", with 

the former instructing wives in "how to please their husbands" (Stein 1974:321). In 

X Stein's use of the masculine term 'his' is instructive in her analyses, as will be 
demonstrated. 



this instance Stein is informed by sexological assumptions about female and male sexual 

identity, and as such designates men as those in need of sexual services, and women as 

the providers. 

Throughout her analysis Stein thus alternates between two ways of understanding the 

client: as someone who needs access to bought sex and as someone who chooses it. As 

discussed earlier, whilst they may appear contradictory, these explanations are actually 

complementary within a sexological framework, since both ways of knowing are 

directed by man's natural promiscuity. As such, both can be accommodated and 

justified. ~eiertheless they appear to demonstrate some problems for Stein as a 

psychologist, who, whilst favouring prostitution as a choice for all men, also recognises 

it as a need for some of the men in her study: 

Some of the clients had no apparent sexual outlet other than prostitution: they 
were single or widowed and uninvolved; though married they were alone in New 
York; or, more often, their wives were sick or did not want sexual relations as 
often as they did. Many of the married men explained that they were committed 
to their marriages although they were not sexually satisfying and took their sexual 
needs to call girls because adultery might threaten their marriage ... For these 
men the opportunity for sexual release was in itself therapeutic (Stein 1974:3 15). 

When discussing why some men choose to buy sex, Stein (1974:3 16) prefers a 

psychological way of knowing the client and thus tends to explain his choice as part of 

a psychosexual need. We discover that there are men who "had satisfying sexual 

relationships with wives or girlfriends but did not feel they could explore their sexuality 

fully within these relationships" ; there were also "some men who took advantage of the 

call girl's sympathetic ear and used the sessions to ventilate their problems"; there were 

"clients who frequently talked about stress or tension". Stein maintains that "in addition 

to enabling the men to talk freely and unwind physically, the visits could help them deal 

with anxiety by heightening their sense of self-esteem". These clients, according to 

Stein, need such an alternative for their continued psychological and sexual health. 

Stein's psycho.logica1 way of knowing becomes increasingly evident when she discusses 

the relationship between the role chosen by the client and his psychosexual needs. "The 

men who adopted a Guardian role, for example, invited the call girl to look up to 

them". This enhanced their self image and invited praise and reassurance from the call 

girl (Stein 1974:3 16). 



Tl~roughout her analysis, Stein uses both sexological and psychological ways of 

knowing for the same end result: a vindication of the client of prostitution. She 

understands the continued use of bought sex 'post sexual revolution' as a requirement 

of many 'normal' men. As Stein (1974: 1) maintains, "the behaviour of the men I 

studied suggests that despite the recent 'sexual revolution', social attitudes still prevent 

many men from fulfilling their sexual needs within socially approved relationships". 

Stein's analysis is directed by sexological ways of knowing and thus has continuity with 

many of the studies previously discussed. Whilst Stein may justify visits to call girls 

as psychologically as well as sexually motivated, she nevertheless understands 

promiscuous sexual behaviour as a natural part of the male sexual repertoire. Stein's 

analysis is directed by the belief that men need sex, and that includes not just sexual 

release, but a specific quantity and a certain quality, in order to satisfy both the sexual 

and psychological dimensions of male sexual identity (or as Stein prefers 'male 

sexuality'). 

Stein does demonstrate an awareness of the "women's liberation movement" and cites 

it as one of the movements (along with gay liberation, sado-masochistic societies, the 

popularity of swinging and open marriages) central to attacks on the rest~ictions which 

surround sexual feeling. "Women's liberation is asserting women's rights to control 

and express their own sexuality ... In short people are trying to create a society which 

would permit men and women to enjoy the same freedom of sexual expression with 

each other which men now enjoy at the call girl's" (Stein 1974:322). However, clearly 

Stein's 'brave new world' is modelled on male sexual practices, and requires women 

to become like men with regard to their sexual 'needs' and desires. Interestingly, such 

a statement also ignores the unequal power relations between men and women that 

create women as sellers and men as buyers of sex, whilst at the same time 

circumventing the central issue of payment in the transaction for both buyer and seller. 

The relationship between sexual liberation and women's liberation has been increasingly 

critiqued by feminist theorists (Jeffreys 1984, 1985; Ehrenreich 1983) as has the 

disadvantages of a feminism modelled on men's behaviour. These issues will be 

discussed further in Chapter Five. 



Psycl~ological analyses blend sexology with psychology and it is the former which tends 

to gain prominence. For Stein (1974) all clients are normal. For Benjamin and 

Masters writing a decade earlier, sexology explains all but the most compulsive, 

fetishised buyers. However, there is no pattern here with regard to 'pre' or 'post' 

sexual revolution. Sandford's (1975) psychological analysis of the client of prostitution, 

for example, follows Benjamin and Masters' ( 1964) understanding closely. Importantly, 

the significance of payment is not integral to any of these discussions, considered 

instead simply as either a means of achieving a necessity of life or a valuable sexual 

alternative. 

3.6. A Necessary Part of Society: 

clients in functionalism. 

As discussed in Chapter One, the functionalist discussion of prostitution begins with the 

assumption that it exists for a reason that is functional for social order. With the 

institution taken as a given, the issue becomes one of explanation, invariably within 

contemporary society. Functionalists conclude that prostitution is necessary for the 

normal functioning of a society characterised by a 'system of d~minance ' .~  Such a 

conclusion is validated by appeals to the animal kingdom and the history of civilisation, 

fuelled by the belief in a hydraulic model of male sexual desire. 

Davis epitomises a functionalist account of the demand for prostitution. In the 1930s, 

Davis (1937:744), following Zuckerman (1932), hypothesised "that human sexuality 

bears a striking resemblance to the sexual behaviour of monkeys and apes, and that this 

resemblance rests upon two orders of facts - the first physiological, the second 

sociological". This placed the parameters for his discussion, which stressed the 

association between the biological and the social, especially in that nebulous area of 

'sexuality'. However, with regard to sexual behaviour, Davis subscribed to the belief 

9 Whilst the term more commonly used within functionalism is a 'system of 
authority' through which power is expressed for the collective good, the connection 
(in the functionalist mind) between prostitution in modern societies and prostitution 
in primitive societies, means that dominance rather than authority is the defining 
principle. 



that such biological behaviour must be modified to serve the interests of society. This 

connected well with the later biologically deterministic accounts of sociobiology. In 

1937 it allowed Davis to claim the necessity of prostitution for the continued normal 

functioning of society. 

Strongly influenced by the early sexological writings of Ellis and the ethological work 

of Zuckerman, Davis' base assumption was that male sexual identity is built upon an 

organic sex drive that needs constant release and this underpinned his reasoning about 

the inevitability of prostitution. As Davis (1937:753) maintained, "the demand is the 

result of a simple biological appetite. When all other sources of gratification fail, due 

to defects of person or circumstance, prostitution can be relied on to furnish relief": 

None of the exacting requirements of sex attraction and courtship are necessary 
... Prostitution is the most malleable, the most uninvolved form of physical 
release. But in addition to the sheer desire for sexual satisfaction, there is the 
desire for satisfaction in a particular (often unsanctioned) way . . . The craving for 
variety, for perverse gratification, for mysterious and provocative surroundings, 
for intercourse free from entangling cares and civilised pretence, all play their 
part (Davis 1937:753). 

Moreover, prostitution is, in the last analysis, economical "since it enables a small 

number of women to take care of the sexual needs of a large number of men. Thus it 

becomes the most convenient sexual outlet for an army, and for the legions of 

strangers, perverts and the physically repulsive in our midst" (Davis 1937: 755). 

In 1961, Davis' position had hardly changed. Here he claimed that "the demand for 

prostitutes' services arise out of the regulation of sex itself [through marriage and incest 

taboos, for example] and the limited liability of the commercial relationship" (Davis 

196 1 : 247). Prostitution's attraction was thus both sexual release "when release through 

more reputable channels is impossible" and "satisfaction with no further obligations". 

With regard to the latter, sex with prostitutes means that the client "does not become 

enmeshed in 'courtship', 'friendship' or 'marriage'" (Davis 1961:247). Further reasons 

given by Davis (1961:249) as to why men visit prostitutes mirror those given before 

and since: "the man away from his wife or his circle of girlfriends cannot in a short 

time count on seducing a respectable woman in the place he happens to be"; "by 

defining certain coital techniques as immoral and hence out of bounds for wives and 



sweethearts, the moral order gives an advantage to the prostitute": and "the man who 

is in a stable relationship with a woman may nevertheless find his sex life with her 

thwarted by the vicissitudes of interpersonal relations or the staleness of age or 

familiarity". 

A good case can thus be made for the existence of prostitution in this society, 

biologically speaking. Men buy sex due to the high intensity of male sex drives which 

require steady satisfaction. Since this is directly opposed to the less intense and more 

sporadic nature of the female sexual drive, men need to look far afield. However, the 

male sex drive is inhibited in the range of sexual outlets to which it can gain access, 

with current obstacles to its fulfilment being the social tradition of monogamous 

marriage and legal prohibition of rape and incest. Given such a way of knowing the 

client, prostitution could be considered simply a necessary sexual practice for all men. 

Nevertheless, Davis (1937:753) mirrored Havelock Ellis when he claimed that "the 

prostitute is something more than a channel to drain off superfluous sexual energy, and 

her attraction by no means ceases when men are married, for a large number of men 

who visit prostitutes, if not the majority, are married". Three decades later Davis 

(1961:249) concluded that "the demand for prostitution will not be eliminated ... by a 

change in the economic system. The underlying basis for the demand is inherent in 

human society". The sexological requirement to include both need and desire, necessity 

and choice, is thus indicated in the functionalist account. This paved the way for future 

sociological studies which were concerned with positioning prostitution as part of any 

normal man's sexual repertoire. These will be discussed in the next section. 

However, the functionalist account is also motivated by a need to secure the functional 

necessity of the sanctity of marriage. In this regard prostitution becomes functional for 

its preservation. As Davis (1961:248) claimed, "by its very effort to place the sex 

drive in a meaningful and enduring social relationship, society creates advantages for 

prostitution" (Davis 1961:248). In 1961, he used the findings of Kinsey (1948) to 

support this conclusion on the functional (and thus necessary) relationship between 

marriage and prostitution. In 1937, he used Ellis' Studies in the Psychology of Sex, 

Volume 6. Both had supported a relation between premarital and extra-marital (non- 

prostitutional sex) and prostitution. This was solidified with 'scientific data' by Kinsey 



and his discovery that a decrease in the overall frequency of prostitution visits occurred 

as more females showed a willingness to engage in non-marital sexual congress. Such 

theorising was appropriate to the functionalist examination of the relationship between 

sexual institutions. 

Statistics which verified that the majority of prostitutes' clients were married men 

(Kinsey 1948; Ellis 1936) were thus neatly and easily incorporated into the functionalist 

account. In his later version, Davis (1961:264) stated that any social system will be 

more viable if it utilises the organic drives of individuals (read men) as a motivating 

force to induce them to perform actions that accomplish things for society. By linking 

sexual gratification to a stable relationship, society harnesses this drive. Thirty years 

previously, Davis (1937:749) had stated: 

The sexual appetite, like every other, is tied to socially necessary functions. The 
function it most logically and naturally relates to is procreation. The nature of 
procreation and socialisation is such that their performance requires 
institutionalised primary group living. 

Marriage is imbued with respectability as the most functional sexual institution through 

its role in reproduction and socialisation of offspring. However, Davis (1961:267) 

maintained that these institutional controls placed too great a limit on the biological sex 

drive of men, and that prostitution supplied a means for relieving these tensions, 

without affecting the sanctity of marriage. Preserving the current status quo is thus the 

central motivation for a functionalist account of prostitution. It enables functionalists 

to make clear connections between all sexual institutions in society, and leads them to 

support prostitution as the most desirable form of pre-marital and extra-marital sexual 

contact for men. As with their discussion of the prostitute, questioning for whom such 

a relationship may be more functional does not enter the equation. 

In both 1937 and 1961, Davis suggested that 'sound' prostitution could only exist in a 

"regime of absolute sexual freedom". In such a context, intercourse could only be 

practised for pleasure of both parties and there could be no institutional control of 

sexual expression. There could also be no engagement, jealousy, or divorce and sexual 

desire would have to be mutually complementary. "Neither of these conditions", Davis 

(1937:754) asserted, "can in the nature of things come to pass . . . for its own survival, 



every society must control the sexual impulse in the interests of social order, 

procreation and socialisation". Davis elaborated on the sexological foundation, claiming 

not only that natural dimensions were at play but that social dimensions were at risk in 

any attempt to eliminate prostitution. Consequently, he could state that "unrestricted 

indulgence in sex for the fun of it by both sexes is the greatest enemy, not only of the 

family, but also of prostitution" (Davis 1937:755). 

In summary, functionalists set out to explain why prostitution exists in society. What 

they discovered is a function behind prostitution's reality based on both socially 

constructed barriers to complete sexual fulfilment for men and men's natural need for 

sex, with the latter justifying the former. Influenced by functionalist accounts within 

other disciplines, their appeals to nature effectively place the male sex urge in a 

nebulous realm between the natural and the social. The male sex urge is a biological 

given which finds expression in social institutions. Throughout history the urge remains 

constant whilst its socially sanctioned expression modifies it. This biological constant 

allows functionalists to justify the existence of prostitution because all men may need 

(or want) access to prostitutes at some point in their lives. Whilst functionalists place 

all men as the potential clients of prostitutes, there is still some question as to who in 

fact are the majority of the prostitute's clients. Are they men without access to sexual 

relations (and thus in need of prostitutes), or are they married men who are choosing 

to visit prostitutes, and thus preserving the sanctity of their marriage? This question 

has formed the focus for most sociological studies since the 1960s. 

3.7. The Specifics of the Demand: 

not perverts, just acting naturally. 

Unlike sociological studies of the prostitute, which represented a clear break from 

psychological ways of knowing her, sociological accounts of the client maintain a 

continuity with psychological and sexological ways of knowing the client. This has just 

been demonstrated with the case of functionalism. This continuity is due to the fact that 

the client has rarely been theoretically conceptualised as deviant since the Second World 

War. In contrast, the prostitute as sexually deviant continues as a dominant 



conceptualisation in the 1990s. Thus, unlike sociological analyses of the prostitute, 

which have been able to make an abrupt departure from her conceptualisation as 

deviant, the dominant conceptualisation of the client as normal has left sociological 

analyses without the concept of deviant client to dispute. The implications of this for 

feminist theory will be discussed in the next chapter. The result for sociological studies 

of the demand is that they continue to gain answers to questions that demonstrate their 

allegiance to, and the prominence of, sexological ways of knowing him. 

During the 1960s and early 1970s for example, Winick and Kinsie (1971:vi) 

interviewed "more than two thousand prostitutes, customers, go-betweens, auxiliary 

personnel, judges, probation officers, and others directly or indirectly associated with 

the social system of prostitution", in order to improve understanding, clarify 

alternatives, shed light on the subject and facilitate rational consideration of the 

phenomenon. For Winick and Kinsie, prostitution could only be understood in terms 

of the social structure within which it occurred. As such their explanation for society's 

hostility toward prostitution is based on the societal link between sex activity and a 

stable relationship (usually the family). Sex becomes related to the survival of society, 

and when it is not directed in this manner, the community is disturbed and condemns 

the practice (Winick and Kinsie 197 1 :7). This functionalist account informs their 

analysis of the client, and with it, sexology plays a major part. However, Winick and 

Kinsie also incorporate psychological and psychoanalytic theories in an attempt to 

explain the necessity and the inevitability of prostitution for the male. 

What follows is a predictable account of the who, how and why of prostitutes' clients. 

Winick and Kinsie (1971: 193-198) describe the frequency of the visits, the type of 

clients, the circumstances that lead to the visit, the client's opinions of the 

sex/prostitute, and of course the reasons for the visit. These reasons include 

drunkenness, curiosity, restlessness, bravado, interest in perversions not otherwise 

obtainable, revival of waning manhood, or what the man perceives as simple biological 

necessity. Prostitutes also meet needs for lonely or deviant men unable to find a sexual 

outlet. For married men the reasons include a desire for variety, sexual deprivation in 

the marriage, anxiety and shame, concerns over pregnancy, avoidance of a wife's 

sexual requests, and possible attachment to prostitutes, not to mention various "neurotic 



reasons" (Winick and Kinsie 1971: 198-202). This sexologically informed sociological 

account is validated by the customers themselves and there is no attempt by Winick and 

Kinsie to dispute their reality. This discussion repeats assumptions previously discussed 

about male sexual practices and their need for prostitution as an alternative. Moreover, 

like the functionalist, sexological, sociobiological and psychological accounts, Winick 

and Kinsie begin with the assumption that prostitution exists for a reason. They, 

however, use the reasons given by the clients themselves to validate prostitution's 

existence (see also Winick 1962) 

Interestingly, whilst much of the justification for prostitution by Winick and Kinsie is 

based on an hydraulic model of male sexual behaviour, they also discuss the 

considerable energy that goes into the deception and planning required to visit a 

prostitute (Winick and Kinsie 1971: 187). This apparent contradiction between a drive 

of 200 miles to have paid sex in a brothel and the validation for prostitution based on 

men's uncontrollable sex urge is not noted by Winick and Kinsie as problematic, let 

alone explored. One could ask how uncontrollable can this urge be if men cannot only 

drive long distances but also plan such outings weeks in advance? But this 

contradiction is not noted because it is easily incorporated into the sexological model. 

There is an awareness within this way of knowing that many men choose to have sex 

with prostitutes. Such men do not need access merely for sexual release, but for a 

variety of reasons discussed in detail throughout this chapter. This phenomenon is 

treated as a normal aspect of men's natural promiscuity, and understood as quite a 

sensible alternative for the continuation of contemporary society. 

Winick and Kinsie (1971:202-206) only depart from sexological ways of knowing the 

client when they use the psychoanalytic framework. Here, the notion of 'psychical 

impotence' as the motivating force for the client's choice of bought sex is considered. 

They also include other 'problems' that clients may have, including agoraphobia and 

voyeurism, and state that all can be traced to the oedipus phase of the man's 

development. Men's fantasies in particular are all explained by Winick and Kinsie in 

such a manner. For example: 

Nuns may represent prostitutes in fantasy because they are called 'sisters'. One 
man had a fantasy of a brothel in which the parlour was furnished like a chapel, 



the girls dressed as nuns, and the madam called 'mother superior'. As a 
displacement from a mother in an Oedipus complex, the sister represents the 
debased mother (Winick and Kinsie 197 1 :203). 

However, like psychoanalytic accounts previously discussed, Winick and Kinsie (1971) 

present this alternative only to explain the minority of men who visit prostitutes. There 

is certainly no indication that this way of knowing in any way displaces the dominance 

they have placed in sexological ways of knowing the client (see also Armstrong 1978; 

Holzman and Pines 1982). 

The only type of sociological study that departs in any way from the repetitious nature 

of the findings discussed during this chapter is those sociological accounts that posit a 

profile of the typical client. One example of such a study was that conducted by 

Winter, who in 1976 supervised an investigation on prostitution in Australia. 

Interestingly, and unlike Winick and Kinsie, Winter (1976: 114) discusses (what he 

perceives to be) the gradual change in the type of customer who is likely to patronise 

prostitutes : 

Because of increasing sexual freedom in the community, the healthy young male 
with strong desires, who 60 years ago would have almost certainly visited the 
neighbourhood brothel, is not very likely to do so today. Now it is not always 
necessary for a young male to pay a substantial amount of money to obtain sexual 
intercourse outside of marriage ... there probably are many more young girls in 
the community who will indulge in sexual relations with males whom they find 
sufficiently attractive than there were in the past. But although these factors may 
have greatly reduced the demand for prostitutes, they have by no means 
eliminated the demand ~ompleteiy.'~ 

These days, according to Winter (1976: 1 14- 1 15)' clients can be divided into two fairly 

distinct categories: "the hard core customers who have no real choice but to go to 

prostitutes for sexual satisfaction; and the casual customers who are not necessarily 

'hard up' but nevertheless choose to patronise these girls for a variety of special 

reasons". In the former category Winter places "numerous kinds of itinerant male 

lo Whether this perception reflects any real change in the customers of prostitutes 
will be discussed in detail in the next section. However, it can be asserted at this stage 
that since the majority of prostitutes' clients are married men, this speculation by 
Winter is probably misinformed. Nevertheless, its links with, and influence by the 
sexological studies of Kinsey, are clearly evident. 



workers, such as field geologists, seamen and commercial travellers". He also 

discusses in detail three distinct kinds of 'hard-core' customers, who he claims "make 

up the greater part of the market in Australia" (1976:118). Single male migrants, 

frustrated married men and physically unattractive men are singled out for attention. 

'Casual customers' include "men who occasionally go out on 'bucks nights'", as an 

example. 

Apart from who in fact visits prostitutes, Winter (1976: 1 15-1 16) also discusses the 

advantages for men generally. Thus "some men are able to obtain complete sexual 

satisfaction from prostitutes without imposing heavy obligations upon themselves", and 

"the patronage of prostitutes also affords enormous variety of sexual experience" 

(Winter 1976: 1 15-1 16). Whether these advantages are accrued to both hard core and 

casual customers is not discussed. 

Like Winick and Kinsie, Winter's discussion treats the demand as unproblematic, based 

on a sexological understanding of prostitution as an alternative sexual outlet for men. 

Since Winter's main question focuses on "why men patronise prostitutes" his 

discoveries, usually from the clients themselves, mirror those previously discussed 

(Winter 1976: 1 18- 122). Winter does depart from previous analyses when he makes an 

"informed guess" on the typical paying customer, which he claims would be: 

a single migrant worker from a non-English speaking European country, he would 
be aged somewhere between 25 and 40 and would be employed in some field such 
as construction, transport or secondary industry . . . he would be living in a suburb 
ranging from a slum district to a middle class residential area. He would 
patronise prostitutes on an average of about four to eight occasions each year . . . 
He would be a respectable and honest sort of person, although probably somewhat 
rough and ready, and would be unlikely to overindulge himself in the pleasures 
of alcohol or gambling (Winter 1976: 1 16). 

This informed guess is not verified by any survey of the prostitutes' clientele in 

Australia. Suffice to say that this informed guess may be influenced by crime statistics 

in the areas Winter investigated, where occasionally police pick up men for loitering 

near brothels (Winter 1976: 117). Winter thus vacillates between prostitution for all 

men (consider his two categories), and prostitution for some men (as this quote 

indicates). Again, because a sexological understanding of the natural promiscuity of 



the male sexual drive underpins his analysis, Winter does not recognise a need for 

clarification on this point. 

Simpson and Schill also speculated on the typical client in 1977, while conducting a 

survey of 183 patrons of a massage parlour in Illinois. Their motivation for the study 

is to "refute the allegations of those who warn that parlours attract the young, the 

perverted and the undesirable" (Simpson and Schill 1977524). For this reason, 

Simpson and Schill target psychoanalytic investigations and some sexological 

interpretations which discuss prostitution as only servicing the need of those who cannot 

'get it' in other ways. In an attempt to disparage such conclusions, Simpson and Schill 

assert that the typical client is: 

a 35 year old married white male from out of town who has probably given 
college a try but now is employed in a lower or middle class job and goes to 
church on Sundays. He is likely to be verbally and sexually assertive, reports 
having had a variety of sexual experiences in the past, has come to the parlour 
because of lack of sexual partner at this particular time or because of curiosity, 
will come to orgasm during the local or genital massage, and will find it sexually 
satisfying. He is likely to have high self esteem, to consider himself personally 
and sexually adjusted, to consider his value system as liberal, and to be somewhat 
sympathetic to the goals of the women's rights movement (Simpson'and Schill 
1977:524). 

This is totally different from Winter's typical customer. Nevertheless, Simpson and 

Schill still include the two categories of want ("curiosity") and need ("lack of sexual 

partner") in their definition - they have simply changed the emphasis. It is safe to say 

that such theorising appears to achieve nothing more than a description of the most 

characteristic attributes of men in the community being investigated, whilst 

simultaneously normalising the demand. It may thus be suggested from these studies 

that the 'typical' customer is as obvious as the 'typical7 male. The result is that the 

buying of sex is placed on a continuum of normal sexual practices for men. 

Like all previous investigations, these sociological analyses take as given the existence 

of prostitution. They therefore see their role as one of description, to simply outline 

the function of this institution for those that it services, and/or to speculate on the 

typical client. At no time is the institution problematised. There is no significance 

placed on the sexed nature of the contract, on the significance of payment, or on the 



interrelationship between this institution and other sexual institutions. Those theorists 

who do attempt to move beyond a sexologically informed understanding of the demand 

nevertheless ultimately appeal to it in their very failure to recognise that the organising 

principles of their own investigations take the institution of prostitution as a given. 

3.8. Always Buying Sex: 

the ahistorical history of the client of prostitution. 

Studies interested in the history of prostitution from the perspective of the buyer also 

locate their discussion in the realm of the natural, and tend to indicate their continuity 

with sociobiology. Like historical discussions focused around the seller of sexual 

services, historians are interested in the longevity of the profession, which they trace 

to the beginning of civilisation and beyond. Most are convinced that prostitution is 'the 

oldest profession', based on assumptions about man's natural promiscuity. Unlike 

historical analyses of the prostitute, however, there is no challenge to such an 

ahistorical way of knowing him, and this is because he is predominantly conceptualised 

as acting on natural impulses. Clients are conceptualised as always having had a 

healthy desire for sex. 

For Sanger, history proved that prostitution could not be suppressed and thus legislation 

should "aim not to dam a wild torrent, but to lead it where its rage may be harmlessly 

spent" (Sanger 1939:20). This line of reasoning is still to be discovered in historical 

accounts during the latter twentieth century. Bassermann stated in the "Foreword" to 

his account of the history of prostitution that "I consider the sale of sexual satisfactions 

an integral part of the urban life of mankind". Bassermann also maintained that if 

prostitution is withdrawn from circulation, its lack will "plunge the social organism into 

critical infection by other maladies" (Basserman 1967:20). This knowledge is informed 

by historical analyses that discover prostitution in the old testament of the bible, in the 

Egypt of the Pharaohs, in Babylon and ancient Greece, in Rome of the Caesars, during 

the early Christian era, in Europe during the middle ages, in ancient India, China and 

Japan, and in the Pacific Isles and the Americas (Henriques 1962; Lacroix 1926; 

Burford 1976; Schreiber 1967; Evans 1979). Such descriptive histories serve to 



accommodate the hypothesis that prostitution is inevitable, and this is further based on 

the assumption that the modern masculine understanding of male sexuality (that is, 

instinct driven) is outside of history and part of the natural world. 

This sentiment is sustained by Burford, when he claims in the 'Preface' of his 

discussion of prostitution from "Roman to Cromwellian times", that "lechery may be 

said without any argument to be the very oldest of the human passions after eating" 

(Burford 1973:9). Likewise, for de Mente, "man is primarily a hunter, with an instinct 

to seek sexual experience just as, in a savage state, he hunts for food" (de Mente 

197 1 : 1 1). In fact, to place sexual satisfaction on a continuum with the satisfaction of 

the appetite and locate it in the realm of the natural can be considered a major purpose 

of those historical studies of prostitution that cite it as the world's oldest profession. 

Whilst such a stance is influenced by ethological studies (perpetuated most recently by 

sociobiology), it is further 'proven' in historical studies by a disproportionate amount 

of time spent on descriptions of prostitutive acts prior to civilisation (in man's natural 

state). 

As Brundage (1976:825) points out, it has long been suggested that prostitution may be 

older than humanity. The supposition stems from the fact that female primates have 

been observed offering their sexual services ('presentation') in return for food or to 

avoid attack (Bullough 1987: 1). As Brundage contends, however, whether this is 

considered prostitution depends upon the definition in use (Brundage 1976: 825). 

Likewise, claims to the natural/instinctual polygamous nature of men throughout history 

is open to the same critique. De Mente (1971: 12-13), for example, maintained that the 

traditional and most common means of satisfying man's inherent natural urge (once 

brute force was renounced in the interests of group harmony) was to sanctify the 

institution of plural wives and the practice of polygamy. This is clearly influenced by 

a sexological understanding of man's natural and promiscuous sex urge, but also 

connects with the later sociobiological justifications which looked to more 'primitive' 

societies as well as the animal kingdom for confirmation of their theories. De Mente 

explains prostitution as the result of civilisation when women emerge from their chattel 

status, and men compromise their natural instincts by choosing one paramount wife and 

assigning the others to secondary/concubinage status. Whilst de Mente states that 



"polygamy is now in the minority due to the rise of monogamous marriage", the 

necessity of prostitution is still a result of marriage, "since monogamous marriage 

prevents men from behaving naturally" (de Mente 1971 : 12- 13). 

Obviously, this ahistorical description of the history of the client of prostitution is based 

on an understanding of the demand as natural. If it is natural it is outside of history, 

and thus can be traced throughout time immemorial. Not all historians place 

prostitution in this ahistorical mode. However, as Bullough and Bullough maintain, 

"most historians who refer to the subject in their general surveys inevitably reveal an 

ignorance or bias which would not be tolerated in almost any other historical study" 

(Bullough and Bullough 1987: 1-2). 

Historical analyses of prostitution which incorporate the buyer are few. Those that do 

include a discussion of the client are unable to challenge the assumptions about male 

sexual identity that have been presented in this chapter, since their analyses are 

predicated upon such assumptions. Thus it appears that all historical accounts actually 

understand the existence of prostitution throughout all societies and across all times as 

the result of the biology of the male. Rather than the prostitute always selling sex, the 

pivotal issue is the fact that men have always needed (or wanted) to buy it. 

The purpose of this chapter has been to elucidate those knowledges that direct current 

research of the client. What has been unearthed is a clear biological underpinning to 

all theoretical investigations of the client, regardless of paradigm. Thus psychology, 

psychoanalysis, sociological and historical analyses all present subtle variations on a 

sexological/sociobiological theme. Whilst three interpretations of the client are 

currently in circulation - 'not normal men', normal men in 'not normal' situations, and 

Mr. Average - these are not necessarily contradictory. Psychoanalysis has had the most 

to say about the first, but has continually lost ground to a revamped biological 

determinism in the guise of sexology. The second and third explanations of the client 

owe their existence to sexological ways of knowing about the male sex urge, which 

sexology informs us is undoubtedly promiscuous in men. As such, prostitution is able 

to service all men, both those who need sexual release and those who desire a sexual 

choice. Even 'not normal' men may be encompassed here, as social theory allows for 



sexual perversions (so-called) and other unsanctioned forms of sexual behaviour to be 

legitimately satisfied within prostitution. 

It is appreciated that this approach to male sexual behaviour is easily confirmed in 

dictionary definitions of sex, sexual and sexuality. Moreover, social theorists and 

historians subscribe to an understanding of socialisation, exemplified through the 

naturelnurture debates and their continued employment of the recognisable categories 

sex and gender. But such a formulation must be problematised since ultimately it 

allows current forms of male sexual behaviour (which include the buying of sex) to 

escape scrutiny. Knowing the client in the ways addressed in this chapter cannot 

destabilise the assumption that prostitutes are simply a sexual alternative for men. 

Placing the demand in the realm of the natural, and considering the payment as simply 

a means to a (natural) end, are both integral to this inability to provide a critique. The 

question that remains centres on why male sexual behaviour in prostitution eludes even 

the most basic examination. Why is it that feminists, particularly, have not turned their 

attention to it? In order to answer these questions, the way in which feminists have 

engaged with the more general field of male sexuality, now requires analysis. 



CHAPTER FOUR. INTERVENING ON THE ISSUE OF 

MALE SEXUALITY: 

A SEXUAL OR SOCIAL AGENDA? 

4.1. Introduction. 

This chapter will address feminist analyses of male sexuality. Its central purpose is 

to propose a way in which the demand for prostitution can be problematised, without 

falling into the politically divisive prostitution debate, and without employing 

sexological ways of knowing the client. As noted in Chapter Three, the demand for 

prostitution is understood within social theory as an outcome of male sexual 

behaviour. It may be explained in terms of a sexual need for 'not normal' men, or 

of normal men in 'not normal' situations, or it may simply be regarded as Mr. 

Average exercising his sexual choice. In all of these cases, a sexologically informed 

way of knowing the client is the foundation for understanding his behaviour: men, 

after all, have a natural and healthy desire for sex. Within this way of knowing the 

client, prostitution represents a way in which men can have their sexual needs and/or 

desires met in an uncomplicated manner. 

Because of the pervasiveness of these ways of knowing, a feminist alternative to 

these characterisations can only occur through a challenge to their sexological 

underpinnings. As was alluded to in the conclusion to Chapter Two, whilst both 

sides of the politically divisive prostitution debate have differing views on the 

demand, neither challenge the notion of men's natural promiscuity. The pro- 

prostitution side of the debate stress the sexual rights of both men and women to buy 

and sell sex, whilst the anti-prostitution side of the debate asks men to contain their 

sexual urges within marriage and procreation. As was also discussed in Chapter 

Two, contemporary feminists find themselves 'fitting' into this debate. They feel 

compelled to choose between supporting prostitutes or critiquing prostitution and, as 



this thesis has argued, this effectively silences a critique of the client.' This is 

because not only do both choices require compromises and alliances with politically 

undesirable bedfellows, they also work to remove the centrality of client. 

To place the critique of the client as central to the feminist platform requires a re- 

assessment of the relationship between the social and sexual practices of men. 

Currently, the only way in which male sexual practices are problematised within 

feminism is through asserting their social construction. This has allowed feminists 

to challenge the 'natural' status of current forms of sexuality, but has not removed 

the biological foundations of the concept. Certainly many sexologists and 

sociobiologists understand sexuality to be socially constructed, and their difference 

with feminism is more one of degree and emphasis - where does nature stop and 

culture start?2 

The problem of where nature stops and culture starts leads to a reconsideration of 

this literature in light of recent feminist discussion and problematisation of the 

sexlgender distinction (Edwards 1989; Thompson 1989; Lloyd 1989; Gatens 1989; 

Grosz 1987; Gatens 1983). The original value of drawing a distinction between 

these two interrelated concepts in the early 1970s was two fold. Firstly, it allowed a 

differentiation between predetermined, physiologically based, innate, genetic 

I readily admit that for political expediency contemporary feminists have allied 
themselves with positions that have gained them some ground. However, in most 
cases, the feminist voice has been lost andlor co-opted to the louder libertarian or 
conservative voices. Unfortunately, feminists have not been able to articulate a 
distinctly feminist critique within this debate because of their mutual distrust of each 
other's political allies. This is most evident in the pornography debate in North 
America between those who advocate censorship of all pornography and those who 
protect pornography through the constitutional right of free speech. In both 
instances feminists are vocal on either side - to the frustration and anger of feminists 
on the opposing side. For a further discussion of this see chapter three in Lyn Segal 
(1987) Is the Future Female? 

The pre-cultural nature of sexuality has also been traced to the predominance 
of psychoanalytic explanations within feminism, specifically the de-repression 
hypothesis which purports that "civilisation being male dominated, female sexuality 
has been repressed, not allowed" (MacKinnon 1988:321). Both sexology and 
psychoanalysis are thus evident in feminist conceptualisations of male sexuality and 
since both work within the sexlgender distinction, the criticisms levelled are relevant 
to the influences of both. 



characteristics and learned or acquired environmentally derived social differences. 

Secondly, it carried a particular evaluation of the social as the more important 

determinant of women's special treatment and unequal position. However, it has 

always been difficult to clearly determine how socially constructed sex differences 

relate to biological ones, let alone how to decide whether a particular trait or 

capacity is one or the other. Moreover, the recognition that the roots of the 

distinction lie in traditional philosophy, with its aspirations to the transcendence of 

mind over body, outline a greater problem with continued (unreflective) usage of the 

dichotomy, as well as offering an explanation of its pervasiveness and popularity. 

As both Lloyd (1989) and Gatens (1983, 1989) identify, the idea that gender can 

transcend sex, which is the thrust of this preoccupation with the social acquisition of 

a gendered subjectivity, posits a causal relationship between the environment and the 

mind and a passive relationship between the body and the mind. The former 

assumption proposes that the mind is a neutral passive entity on which is ascribed 

various social lessons. This sees masculine and feminine behaviours as arbitrary, 

socially inscribed on an indifferent consciousness. The underlying hypothesis is that 

minds are sexually undifferentiated; that the minds of men and' women are 

fundamentally the same and that the effects of embodied sexual differences need not 

reach into the mind. This presupposes the second assumption: that gender is 

malleable because the mind, as a faculty of reason, is able to dominate the unruly 

body. The implication of this is a passive relationship between the body and the 

mind such that the presence of the female sex does not ensure the presence of the 

female gender. This Cartesian model of mind/body relations, where bodily 

differences lie entirely outside the realm of the mind, causally interacting with it, but 

separate from it, must mean that gender is free-floating. 

This chapter will demonstrate that such parameters direct current analyses of male 

sexuality. More specifically, it will be argued that such assumptions inform current 

usage of the sexlgender distinction and give it meaning - particularly the passive 

natural body and the active social mind - and that this allows male sexuality to 

escape any rigorous analysis. This occurs, however, in two very different ways. 



In many of the analyses to be discussed in this chapter, masculinity and sexuality are 

generally considered to refer to two separate aspects of the male: masculinity is 

associated with the social acquisition of gender, ideas and consciousness, whilst 

sexuality is equated with nature, the body and sex. Even if sexuality is 'socialised', 

andlor defined in relation to historically and culturally contingent gender dynamics, 

it is still, at some level, natural. Conversely, within this dichotomy masculinity can 

only be discussed as a social construction. Its relation to the sexed body becomes, 

at times, incidental. As will be demonstrated in this chapter, the equation of male 

sexuality with sexual behaviour confirms the continued utilisation of the parameters 

of the sexlgender distinction to frame these analyses. The effect of this equation 

clearly undermines an ability to understand sexuality as a social phenomenon. 

Let me explain. As was demonstrated in Chapter Three, sexological analyses 

position male sexual behaviour as a biological aspect of men. It is bodily and 

natural, but behaviour that society can, and does (to some extent), modify. Within 

this understanding of male sexual behaviour, buying sex is a social modification to 

the male sex urge which protects innocent women and children. As will be 

demonstrated in this chapter, feminist analyses take up a similar posiJion. Here 

male sexuality is a natural urge that is modified, repressed, dampened andlor 

controlled by the process of socialisation. Buying sex is understood to be a socially 

learned practice which makes use of the biological urge men have for sex. In both 

cases a relationship between sex and gender, mind and body, the natural and the 

social is established. Within both sexology and the majority of feminist analyses, 

biology is modified by the social. The difference between them is thus one of 

degree. 

In a reaction to this way of conceptualising male sexuality, which ultimately appeals 

to a biological understanding of sex, a few theorists (Connell and MacKinnon, most 

significantly) have argued against any biological significance for sexuality. Both 

MacKinnon and Connell argue, in different ways, for the social constitution of 

sexuality. Connell (1991~) demonstrates a relationship between the body, sexuality 

and masculinity, and argues that all three are social phenomena. He removes the 

body from its function as the 'container' of sexuality, acknowledges the sociality of 



bodily experience and places the social as central to the constitution of sexuality. 

MacKinnon (1988) asserts the immateriality of the body for the social constitution of 

sexuality and offers a sexual theory of the distribution of social power by gender. 

On the face of it, these challenges appear to disrupt the relationship between mind 

and body and sex and gender. However, this chapter will argue that it is their 

appeal to this relationship, rather than a move beyond it, which enables these social 

theorists to overlook the significance of the body in the social construction of 

sexuality. Thus the sexlgender distinction continues to be implied in these analyses 

through their acceptance of the rnindlbody dualism. As Edwards (1989:7) notes, in 

analyses that appeal to the sex/gender distinction, "the body is assumed to be an 

inert concrete object . . . a neutral receiver of cultural inscriptions". It is within this 

framework that the passivity and insignificance of the body in the acquisition of 

subjectivity can be embraced. For these theorists the body is ultimately omitted as 

socially significant - it becomes nothing more than the base for infinite possibilities 

of social construction. It is this use of the rnindlbody dualism that implies their 

continued allegiance to the sexlgender distinction. 

Within the sexlgender, rnindlbody framework, social construction is only a product 

of the mind. The sexlgender distinction and the rnindlbody dualism perpetuate the 

passivity of the body and its irrelevance to (sexual or social) subjectivity. To 

understand sexuality as socially constructed within these confines is difficult to 

sustain. The only model for social construction is that of masculinity and the mind. 

Body/nature/sex is not only irrelevant but antithetical to masculinity - it is its 

defining opposite. Connell's 'embodiment of masculinity' does not challenge the 

antithesis of mind and body: the body is simply appropriated by the mind and made 

socially significant. As this chapter will argue, when this same (appropriated) social 

body is called on to demonstrate the socially embodied constitution of sexuality, not 

only is its sex lost (as occurred in its appropriation by masculinity) but it becomes 

embedded in sexuality rather than embodied by it. For Conneil, sexuality is the 

mediator between the body and masculinity. It is closer to the body, and, like the 

body, constructed only by the mind. 



MacKinnon's attempt to illustrate the social constitution of sexuality is confined by 

the same framework. She also only has an active mind and passive body to work 

with, and thus argues that sexuality is a product of the mind only. For her, the 

body, biology, sex are irrelevant to the form that male and female sexuality 

currently take, because to be socially constructed requires the activity of the mind. 

The passive, natural body has no part in this. However, when male and female 

sexuality are both organised, according to MacKinnon, around 'fucking', the male 

body must have some relevance. 

Both Connell and MacKinnon do not conceptualise clearly the complex relationship 

between sexuality, masculinity and the male body. Part of the problem is the 

framework implicit in all social constructionist literature: an active mind and a 

passive body. Feminists need to recognise the limitations of this framework. They 

need to address this notion of the acquisition of subjectivity by asserting the 

significance of the social and sexual body in the social and sexual practices of men 

and women. As will be introduced in this chapter, and discussed in more detail in 

the next chapter, to buy sex is not a social or a sexual practice, it is not a practice of 

the mind or the body. Rather, the body is the socially significant mediator between 

the social and sexual practices of men (and women). It is significant that these 

social and sexual practices come together in the male body in a practise of the self 

that is the demand for prostitution. 

4.2. Analyses of 'Masculinity' and 'Male Sexuality': 

maintaining the current configuration of the sexlgender distinction. 

This section introduces those analyses of male sexuality that work most clearly 

within the cartesian parameters of the sextgender distinction. As has been noted, all 

feminist informed analyses consider male sexuality to be socially constr~cted.~ 

They also consider sexuality the more appropriate device from which to examine the 

I use the term 'feminist informed' because I include the New Men's Studies 
(NMS) within these analyses. Whether the NMS are feminist is open to 
interpretation. 



demand for prostitution as well as that of pornography, rape, abortion, sexual 

violence and sexual preference. Since it is critiques of masculinity that predominate 

in these feminist informed analyses of men, the demand for prostitution has not 

benefited from this critique. It will be demonstrated in this section that 

understanding masculinity and male sexuality as denoting separate entities is a 

problem for feminists, since it disables any attempt to critique male sexuality outside 

of sexological ways of knowing. This is because male sexuality and masculinity are 

each conceptualised as existing within separate realms: masculinity within the mind, 

sexuality within the body. The implication is that the mind (and thus culture and 

socialisation) is not considered central to our way of 'doing' sexuality. Conversely, 

the body (biology and sex) is generally considered irrelevant to understanding 

masculinity. What is judged to be at stake by feminists when men buy sex is 

coloured by these conceptualisations of the relationship between male sexuality and 

masculinity (the mind and the body, gender and sex), as will now be demonstrated. 

In 1987, Gunew wrote an article, "Male Sexuality: Feminist Interpretations " (Gunew 

1987). This was an important review in Australian feminism since it signified 

growing feminist interest in what Gunew termed the "dark continent of male 

sexuality". Gunew's review was necessarily an eclectic and descriptive account of 

"what's been done" in the area, covering a period from the mid 1970s (her earliest 

reference was to Dworkin's 1974 book, Woman Hating) to 1986. According to 

Gunew, one of the most important feminist accomplishments in the analysis of male 

sexuality has been the re-examination of the history of sexuality. Ostensibly about 

women (men and their sexuality have not been evaluated or challenged), a feminist 

re-reading has demonstrated the history of sexuality to be literally the history of 

male sexuality. This was only made visible, Gunew maintains, through the feminist 

awareness of male subjectivity posing as objectivity: that "men have always written 

from their own positions, using an implicitly masculine model without 

acknowledging this fact" (Gunew 1987:72). Within this framework women can only 

be conceived of as the same as man, or other than man. 

This understanding of the relational aspects of man and woman, masculinity and 

femininity, is further discussed by Gunew in connection with war. Whilst it has 



been a popular assertion by feminists that "war can easily be seen as the ultimate 

form of violence, and violence and aggression have long been perceived as staples of 

male sexual identity" (Gunew 1987:76), Lloyd goes an important step further and 

maintains that war is masculine precisely because it leaves behind the feminine: 

Femininity, as we now have it, has been constituted within the Western 
intellectual tradition to be what is left behind by ideals of masculinity, 
citizenship and patriotism.. .The masculinity of war is what it is precisely by 
leaving the feminine behind. It consists in the capacity to rise above what 
femaleness symbolically represents: attachment to private concerns, to mere 
life (Lloyd 1986: 75). 

This struggle by men to deny the feminine in their constitution of the masculine, is 

discussed by Gunew as one of the elements constituting misogyny, "men's fear and 

hatred of women" (Gunew 1987:79). Gunew points out that, while feminists have 

long identified pornography as a significant representation of masculine misogyny, it 

is ultimately exemplified in male violence against women. Thus, male violence in 

this context may be considered as the male need to destroy the difference that is 

'woman'. This direction in feminist theorising must ultimately confront the question 

"is male violence intrinsic to masculinity?" (Gunew 1987:80). Gunew does not 

attempt to answer the question, but maintains that "it is important to move beyond 

the notion that violence is an inescapable part of masculinity" (Gunew 1987: 80). 

She concludes by suggesting future research in the area, which she maintains "must 

go beyond a phallic masculinity, where current versions of men's masculinity (rather 

than men per se) are the enemy" (Gunew 1987:81). Interestingly, whilst Gunew 

began with the subject "male sexuality", her conclusions appear to be directed at 

"masculinity". Moreover, she appears to be suggesting that the body (men, male, 

sexuality) can be separated from the mind (masculinity). 

It is on this apparent 'definitional slippage' that Reekie (1988) continued discussion 

with a somewhat critical rejoinder to Gunew's review. Reekie's main criticism 

centred on what she understood to be Gunew's slippage between the terms 

masculinity and male sexuality. This 'slippage' was interpreted by Reekie as 

meaning that Gunew considered the two terms to be interchangeable. She disputed 

this interchangeability on two points. Firstly, Reekie spoke of the implicit nature of 

Gunew's justification for this interchangeability. Secondly, Reekie considered the 



problematic implications of this interchangeability. With regard to the first point, 

Reekie conceded that there was some justification for equating the two concepts, 

"inasmuch as both masculinity and male sexuality are inseparably connected to men 

as sexed bodies" (Reekie 1988:34). Rather, her concern centred on Gunew's 

inability to explicitly identify the male body as the legitimate hinge between 

masculinity and male sexuality: 

I expected to find in either Gunew's comments or in the literature she reviewed 
some recognition of the relationship between men's bodies and men's 
sexuality. Surely a corporeal analysis is critically relevant to what Gunew and 
other feminists have referred to as the 'problem' of male sexuality. After all, 
it is men, men as sexed bodies, who rape women, and women's bodies and 
lives which are at stake in male sexual violence (Reekie 1988:3 1). 

With regard to the second point, Reekie has identified an important implication of 

the social construction of sexuality within the sex/gender distinction. Without an 

adequate recognition of the body, "sexuality comes to mean ideas, attitudes and 

consciousness - products of the individual and social mind divorced from biological 

sex" (Reekie 1988:34). Male sexuality becomes analogous to masculinity and both 

develop unhinged from the male body.4 

However, a re-reading of Gunew reveals a pattern of usage indicating that Gunew 

did not use the terms masculinity and male sexuality "interchangeably for a unitary 

concept" (Reekie 1988: 34)' but instead followed an established dichotomy between 

them that corresponds closely to the dichotomy between sex and gender, nature and 

culture. Gunew's use of male sexuality comes into play when talking about bodies: 

"there is little on male sexuality as such . . . could it be that men have left themselves 

out of the picture because a body defined is a body controlled?" (Gunew 1987:72). 

On the penis she notes, "[among] received notions of male sexuality ... is the 

phallocentric definition of erotic exchanges, which are predicated on a hydraulic 

notion of the penis and its needs" (Gunew 1987:73). In contrast, the term 

masculinity is used when discussing social activities. In sport "men locate a great 

Reekie's understanding of the male body as the mediator between sexuality and 
masculinity is useful to a feminist conceptualisation of the relationship between the 
male body and the construction of appropriate sexual and social behaviour. I will 
elaborate this position in the next chapter. 



deal of their sense of masculinity in ... doing rather than being" (Gunew 1987:76). 

In war "masculinity defines itself largely in negative power images, most notably 

war" (Gunew 1987:76). On violence, "to what extent is male violence an intrinsic 

part of what is defined as masculinity?" (Gunew 1987:80). In relation to power 

"there are struggles about what form of masculinity should be hegemonic" (Gunew 

1987:72). 

Within these feminist commentaries reviewed by Gunew, it emerges that the term 

male sexuality is used more often to describe those aspects closer to the sexed male 

body. Conversely, masculinity appears to be associated with what are traditionally 

considered as socialised forms of male behaviour. The implication is realised in 

Gunew's call to "go beyond a phallic masculinity, where current versions of men's 

masculinity (rather than men per se) are the enemy". This implies that what is 

masculine (social and constructed) and male (natural and fixedlstatic) can somehow 

be separated into two distinct entities. Ultimately, masculinity is realised within the 

realm of the mind, ideas and consciousness and separated from the realm of the male 

body. This must presuppose that the male body has no active role in the acquisition 

of its sexed subject position, that masculinity is just as likely to attzich itself to a 

female body as it is to a male body. This rarely occurs, and when it does, 

masculinity in a female body is treated with a derision that is not applicable to 

masculinity in a male body (due to the social constructions of female bodies and 

their appropriate dispositions). This re-reads the necessity to include the sex of the 

body. Granted, these definitions and ways of usage correspond to general 

delineations in social theory, where male sexuality is theorised as a subset of 

masculinity and located as being closer to the essence of the sex (male) than the 

gender (masculine). But since such formulations translate into a general silence 

about sexuality, sexual behaviour and ultimately, prostitution, adherence to the 

foundational assumptions of the dichotomy (rather than, perhaps, the dichotomy per 

se) need to be reassessed. 

Significantly, Gunew's (1987) article must be located as an early murmur in an 

increasing interest by feminists in analyses of masculinity, male sexuality and men. 

In 1990, Lynne Segal's book, Slow Motion: Changing Masculinities, Changing Men, 



makes a similar introductory point to Gunew, claiming that "Women do not write 

books about men . . . [and] it is certain that men have always preferred to study .. . 

woman" (Segal 1990:ix). Moreover, whilst it is obvious that most of Segal's 

analysis is directed at masculinity (or as she prefers, 'masculinities'), she does 

devote two chapters to an analysis of male sexuality. However, like Gunew, her 

conclusions to these chapters are similarly directed toward the question "is violence 

masculine? " (Segal 1990:26 1-27 1). This apparent slippage between the two terms 

can be placed within a similar framework to Gunew's since Segal's chapters on male 

sexuality provide the framework from which to analyse such issues as pornography, 

impotence, sexual fantasies, rape, and sexual violence. Thus it is not surprising to 

discover that Segal follows a similar pattern of usage to Gunew with regard to the 

assumptions underpinning the sex/gender distinction, and this is significant since her 

book constitutes one of the most extensive reviews to date of feminist analyses of 

masculinity and male sexuality in America, Britain and Australia. 

However, the most concerted effort to establish a significant level of engagement 

with the notions of masculinity, male sexuality and men has been launched (in 

America most significantly, but also by scholars in Britain and Australia), under the 

rubric of the New Men's Studies (hereafter, the NMS). Significantly, this body of 

literature also reveals a pattern of usage which suggests that these scholars subscribe 

to the assumptions of mind and body, nature and culture that currently underpin the 

sex/gender distinction. Male sexuality, often integral to their discussion of 

masculinity, is under-theorised, apparently because of its supposed essential and 

fixed nature. 

Much of the NMS appear as volumes that contain "innovative and exciting research 

on men and masculinity" (Mesner and Sabo 1990: Preface; see also, Kimmel (ed) 

1987; Kaufman (ed) 1987; Brod (ed) 1987; Chapman and Ruthorford (eds) 1988; 

Metcalfe and Humphries 1985). Though eclectic collections, much of their 

theoretical basis begins with a critique of sex role theory - the discovery that 

masculinity is socially constructed, and not inherited with the Y chromosome. What 

is proposed in its place is an understanding of masculinity as socially and historically 

constructed through a process of gender relations. The content of the male or 



female sex role is discussed as relational - the product of gender relations that are 

l~istorically and socially conditioned. According to the NMS this opens up new 

areas for empirical research that take masculinity itself as the object of inquiry. 

Consequently, the research explores the structure of contemporary masculinity, 

placed as it is in a period of transition (based on the belief that definitions of 

masculinity are historically reactive to changing definitions of femininity). 

The research represented in these volumes draws on disciplines ranging from the 

social and behavioural sciences, to the humanities, the natural and biological 

sciences, history, urology, philosophy, urban affairs and communications. Methods 

employed range from quantitative survey analysis to in-depth interviews, 

hermeneutic interpretation, deconstruction of literary texts, comparative and 

historical analysis and comparative cultural methods drawn from anthropology. 

However, a theoretical sophistication and an interdisciplinary approach with regard 

to masculinity does not appear to disrupt the underlying theoretical position on male 

sexuality. This is revealed in part through a dichotomised comprehension of male 

sexuality (as realised in the body), and masculinity (as socially constructed). 

In Changing Men: New Directions in Research on Men and Masculinity, Kirnmel 

introduces the volume with a discussion entitled "Rethinking 'Masculinity"', where 

he devotes one fifth of his attention to "deconstructing male sexuality". 

Interestingly, he finds it necessary to justify the inclusion of male sexuality in the 

research by linking it with masculinity and gender. Thus: 

Masculinity is tied intimately to sexuality. Sexuality is organised around a 
gender axis; gender is perhaps the key organising principle of sexuality. 
Gender informs sexuality, sexuality confirms gender. It makes sense, 
therefore, to include studies of male sexuality in this collection (Kimmel 
1987: 19). 

Since the two terms, whilst "intimately related", obviously denote separate entities to 

Kimmel, the pattern of usage introduced earlier must be (and is) perpetuated. Male 

sexuality is discussed in relation to research on sexual performance, the penis, 

sexual violence, and sexual preference (Kimmel 1987: Chp 1). Moreover, male 

sexuality appears to be taken as a given and explored as a unitary concept: "the 



medicalisation of male sexuality" (Kimmel 1987:19), "the organisation of male 

sexuality" (Kimmel 1987:20), "the employment of male sexuality " (Kimmel 

1987:21). Conversely, masculinity is only discussed in the context of its 

construction: "the social construction of masculinity" (Kimmel 1987: 1 I ) ,  

"masculinity as a problematic gender construct" (Kimmel 1987: 13), "an era of 

transition in the definition of masculinity" (Kimmel 1987: 9). Within this pattern of 

usage, masculinity appears open to modification, whilst male sexuality appears to be 

single, identifiable and fixed (and this occurs despite the social re-interpretation, as 

is the case in the medicalisation of male sexuality). 

In Beyond Patriarchy: Essays by Men on Pleasure, Power and Change, Horowitz 

and Kaufman (1987) target male sexuality in their article, "Male Sexuality: Toward 

a Theory of Liberation". Influenced by a recognition of sexuality as "a socially 

constructed system of conflict and inner tension" (Horowitz and Kaufman 1987: 82), 

they maintain that "male sexuality is not simply a thing, good, bad or otherwise" 

and that "the points of conflict and tension will not be reduced simply by a 

dampening or suppression of male sexuality" (Horowitz and Kaufman 1987:82). 

They also comprehend a relationship between the body and society in the 

formulation of male sexuality: 

We start with society and the body - but a body that is part of society ... Nor 
do we start with society as abstracted from the body. Society does not exist 
only in structures external to the human but is embedded within the body. 
Society is embodied (Horowitz and Kaufman 1987:83). 

However, Horowitz and Kaufman ultimately appeal to the sexlgender distinction and 

its related dualisms of biology (naturelbodyfinstinct) and culture (social/mind/desire), 

rather than offering a way out of it. For Horowitz and Kaufman "culture does not 

write on a blank paper". Rather, "it is this world that moulds that which is 

biologically given in the child" (Horowitz and Kaufman 1987: 84). 

We are biologically formed to be cultural animals. Our desires do not take 
their final form until they have been moulded by culture, where biological 
drives become desire, wish and pleasure (Horowitz and Kaufman 1987: 84). 



Within this formulation, biological drives are worked on by the social mind, It is 

this social moulding of natural drives that constructs the social pleasure of male 

sexuality. Biological drives and pleasure are understood as separate entities with 

pleasure the result of the active appropriation of the biological drive. 

Following Freud, Horowitz and Kaufrnan (1987:89) state that "sexuality is originally 

formless and chaotic. The process of biological maturation narrows this original 

polysexuality somewhat to a greater focus on genital pleasure". For Horowitz and 

Kaufman, biological maturation coincides with increasing social conditioning of 

man's instinctive polysexuality, to concur with the structures and demands of our 

society (similar to functionalist arguments with regard to the social sanctioning of 

marriage). The newborn child is understood as outside culture, naturally polysexual 

and polymorphous. Sexuality is understood as a socially constructed natural 

essence. 

This understanding of male sexuality coincides with earlier formulations. Sexuality 

is something that is constructed from natural drives, it is something we have, it is 

something in our nature. It "has to do with bodies, bodily pleasure and 

physiological responses " (Horowitz and Kaufman 1987: 84). This is not what Reekie 

meant when she called for a reconceptualisation of the relationship between men's 

bodies and male sexuality. In Reekie's formulation, the corporeal body is active and 

united with the mind in its own signification. It is always already social, as opposed 

to being natural and worked on by the social. The corporeal body denies the 

mindlbody dualism by moving beyond a consideration of social versus natural. In 

contrast, Horowitz and Kaufman consider sexuality as a natural essence first, a 

social construction second. 

When Herek discusses "Some Psychical Consequences of the Social Construction of 

Gender and Sexuality", his hypothesis is predicated on the assumption that 

heterosexual masculinity is a culturally constructed identity: 

Variables such as race, class, gender, and sexual orientation are human 
creations, based on certain observable phenomena that come to be defined in 
certain ways through social interaction over time . .. Gender and sexual 



orientation thus should be understood as changeable ideologies rather than 
b iolog ical facts (Herek 1 987: 72). 

Understanding heterosexual masculinity as socially and historically constructed 

allows Herek the space to review not only masculinity but heterosexuality. 

However, his analysis is predicated on a perception that humans are born with an 

amorphous, unformed sexuality - "we are polymorphously perverse. Our behavioural 

repertoire is ambisexual" (Herek 1987:73). Herek is able to perceive masculinity 

and heterosexuality as ideologies, but appears to regard sexuality as a natural and 

innate entity that we possess from birth. Analogous to Horowitz and Kaufman, 

Herek places sexuality within the social/nature split - sexuality is theorised as 

ultimately natural, modified by the social. 

Herek's commentary on sexuality becomes more interesting, however, when he 

discusses the cultural construction of sexual orientation. Here he traces the 

historical development of our cultural ideology about sexuality through the making 

of the modern homosexual. Herek concludes that: 

our notions of heterosexuals and homosexuals are part of a ,particular 
historically derived knowledge system. As socioerotic identities, 
homosexuality and heterosexuality have been created within our culture, 
starting from the raw material of humans' inherent ambisexuality (Herek 
1987:74). 

Here the construction of specific socioerotic identities occurs despite our natural 

tendency toward ambisexuality. Dichotomised sexual preference occurs as an 

ideology, and natural ambisexuality is posited as a larger range of sexual 

possibilities. Understanding sexuality as analogous to sexual behaviour is a common 

strategy amongst the NMS. It also fits neatly within the sexlgender distinction. 

Sexuality is equated with bodily pleasures that are repressed through the intervention 

of the social/cultural mind. 

In the article "Male Sexuality: Toward a Theory of Liberation", Horowitz and 

Kaufman use conflicting definitions of sexuality within their discussion, and thus 

demonstrate the confusion evident in preceding analyses. Originally defined as a 

"socially constructed system of conflict and inner tensions", sexuality becomes 



"simply the capacity to derive pleasure from the body" (Kaufman and Horowitz 

1987:83). Their dream of a liberated sexuality is based on a "sexually free human 

being [who] will experience sexuality as an aggregate of pleasurable experiences" 

(Kaufman and Horowitz 1987: 90). 

When male sexuality is specifically targeted as in the collection The Sexuality of 

Men, similar reductions and dichotomies are evident. Sexuality is understood as an 

identifiable entity that men 'have'. Metcalfe, following Hite (1981), maintains "that 

beneath the macho posing and the bedroom performance, many men have unsure and 

conflicting feelings about their sexuality" (Metcalfe 1985: 1). Moreover, for all 

Metcalfe's deliberations over male sexuality in the introduction to this volume, he 

spends much of his time discussing sexual activity - thus reducing male sexuality to 

sexual behaviour. For example, consider his discussion of male sexuality: "the male 

model of sexuality [is] driven not liberated, organised around orgasm, permeated 

with anxieties about performance and achievement" (Metcalfe 19855). This could 

easily be a description of male sexual behaviour - or is that what it is? 

Furthermore, Metcalfe introduces the dichotomy between sex and gender by 

maintaining that "it has been strongly argued that sexuality is a crucial factor in the 

maintenance of masculine gender identity, but not necessarily that of feminine 

gender identity" (Metcalfe 1985 :7). This understanding is based primarily on 

research that indicates that women can abstain from sex without negative 

psychological consequences, whereas "it is impossible to locate a physically intact 

man who has never achieved orgasm by any route whatsoever who does not have 

significant psychopathology " (Person cited in Metcalfe 1985:7). This source 

unwittingly demonstrates the difficulty of holding onto these dichotomies with the 

claim that "an impotent man always feels that his masculinity, and not just his 

sexuality, is threatened" (Metcalfe 1985:6-7). Here, a bodily action, 'impotence', 

affects not only sexual behaviour, which within this framework is a formula for 

sexuality, but also his social understanding of himself as a masculine man. Thus 

'impotence' cannot be said to be completely under the rubric of 'male sexuality' or 

'masculinity'. However, within the confines of the sexlgender distinction, sexuality 

and masculinity must be separable, if not separate, entities. For Metcalfe (1985:7), 



in this instance, "gender appears to lean on sexuality". Treating sexuality and 

gender as separate entities, however intimately related, implies that each has their 

own characteristics. If this is the case, where do we place aggression for instance - 
under the rubric of 'male sexuality' or 'masculinity'? Moreover, if impotence upsets 

the dichotomy, how can we be so sure that rape, incest, pornography and 

prostitution with closer inspection, do not also? This point will be returned to later 

in this chapter. 

In l 3 e  Making of Masculinities, sexuality is rarely discussed in favour of socially, 

historically and culturally constructed masculinities. This volume appears to be a 

complex and sophisticated analysis of masculinity and a complete discarding of 

sexuality would not appear antithetical to its project. However, sexuality is 

mentioned, although briefly, and again the dichotomy and the reductionism is 

evident. When Filane analyses "The Secrets of Men's History", sexuality gets two 

lines of attention and is discussed in relation to homosexuality and health (Filane 

1987: 117). Similarly, when Brod outlines the "Case for a Men's Studies", he 

devotes five lines to a discussion of sexuality - discussion which includes sexual 

preference, homosexuality and identity, pornography and "womb envy" (Brod 

1987:43). This dichotomy is perhaps the most significant since Brod recognises 

many of the faults in critiques of male sexuality already outlined. He maintains that 

analyses of male sexuality are often simply self-help manuals, and that men's studies 

must move beyond such analyses. Moreover, Brod identifies the 

woman:nature/man:culture dichotomy, the mindlbody dualism and how these 

translate into an objectification of the female body (amongst other things). It is 

surprising then that he does not recognise his own dichotomy (male 

sexuality/masculinity) which perpetuates the sexlgender distinction. Male sexuality 

is still conceptualised as somehow separate from masculinity, and somehow closer to 

the male body. This is demonstrated by its use as a more appropriate framework 

from which to discuss sexual activity, pornography and homosexuality. 

As discussed earlier, these analyses of male sexuality and masculinity continue to 

work within the confines of the sex/gender distinction as it is currently organised. 

Such a framework allows sexuality to escape any rigorous analysis, since it is 



theorised as closer to the body, and thus not significant in the construction of social 

behaviour. For this reason it is considered the more appropriate tool to explain 

natural/biological/bodily functions. This is the case even if sexuality is formulated 

as being modified, or repressed, or dampened, or controlled by socialisation, andlor 

defined in relation to historically and culturally contingent gender dynamics. 

Conversely, within this dichotomy, masculinity can only be discussed as socially 

constructed and becomes an almost free-floating identity, attached only loosely to the 

male body. 

It is thus not surprising that theorists who argue for the social construction of 

sexuality within the confines of the sexlgender distinction, equate male sexuality 

with sexual behaviour . Such an equation clearly indicates the 

bodily/natural/biological basis of sexuality in this literature. Moreover, this 

equation, whilst exemplifying the sexlgender framework, must also serve to further 

undermine the ability of sexuality to be understood as socially constructed. Within 

this literature, sex (the act) is considered the quintessential natural act - moulded by 

culture, but nevertheless biological. 

In both research on the demand for sex (discussed in Chapter Three), and feminist 

informed analyses of male sexuality, similar patterns of usage have been identified. 

The predominance of the sexlgender distinction within feminist informed analyses, 

and the social modification of the male sex urge that occurs in sexological 

investigations into the demand for sex, suggests that current analyses of male 

sexuality, as they stand, are not suitable to the task set for them here. Critiquing 

male sexuality from within the sexlgender distinction does not take feminists as far 

from sexological ways of knowing as they need to go. 

Recently, there has been an almost one-man challenge to this way of understanding 

the relationship between male sexuality, masculinity and men. Connell began to 

question the dominant theories of masculinity in the late 1970s and almost 

immediately realised "that masculinity was [considered] unproblematic because it 

was all settled by the constitution of the male body" (Connell 1983: 17). With this 

realisation, Connell re-negotiated the relationship between the body and masculinity. 



In doing so, he issued a challenge to the stability of sex/gender distinction through 

the assertion of the embodiment of masculinity. Whether this also challenges the 

current foundations of the sex/gender distinction and thus recognises what is implied 

their continued and unreflective use, needs to be discussed. Specifically, Connell 

will be read to determine whether his analysis is able to challenge the relationship 

between the body and sexuality and between sexuality and masculinity. It is only 

such a challenge that will give a model for adequately critiquing the male practice of 

buying sex, without the constraints set by the assumptions currently underlying the 

sexlgender distinction. 

4.3. Introducing the Social Body: 

challenging the current configuration of the sexlgender distinction? 

When Reekie critiqued Gunew on her use of the terms male sexuality and 

masculinity, she introduced the body as a legitimate hinge between the two. The 

body has been theorised within the NMS (Horowitz and Kaufman (1987) for 

example), but since such a conception worked within the current confines of the 

sexlgender distinction, an essentialist notion of the body and male sexuality was 

reproduced. In a reaction to these predominant conceptions within the NMS, Bob 

Connell has theorised the body as implicated in the construction of rnasc~linity,~ 

Based on both a critique of sex role theory and psychoanalysis, in an article entitled 

'Men's Bodies', Connell (1983) introduces the body in order to discuss its 

implications and analyse its significance in the formation of masculinity. Unlike 

Freud, who theorised masculinity as gained in the oedipal moment through a 

discovery of the psychological and symbolic importance of the penis, Connell 

Since the late 1970s, Connell has become somewhat of an expert on 
masculinity and his publications and conference papers have been profuse (1979, 
1983, 1987, 1989, 1990a, 1990b, 1991a, 1991b, 1991~;  with Carrigan and Lee 
1985, 1987). In all of these publications and papers, the relationship between 
masculinity and the male body is central. The relationship between sexuality and the 
embodiment of masculinity is discussed at length in 'Live Fast and Die Young', 
published in 1991a, and forms the object of discussion in 'Sexuality and Social 
Process', presented in 1991c - each of which will be discussed in this section. 



postulates that masculinity is acquired over a period of twenty years or more (from 

childhood to adulthood) and involves the whole body in the process. Connell 

therefore focuses on the significance of the body in the construction of masculinity in 

adolescence and in adulthood. 

Connell (1983: 18) contends that men conventionally have a presence dependent on 

the promise of power they embody. This power only becomes an element of 

masculinity "embedded in character, motive and sexuality through becoming an 

aspect of men's relationship with their bodies" (Connell 1983: 18). He claims that in 

adolescence it is sport that most successfully combines force (the irresistible 

occupation of space), and skill (the ability to operate on space or the objects in it - 
including other bodies) to allow adolescent males to embody that promised power. 

Moreover, this relation to the body focuses on doing rather than being (what Connell 

describes as the hegemonic ideal of masculinity). This means that football, soccer 

hooliganism, martial arts and surfing embody masculinity only through their 

involvement in the relationship between control of one's own body and the conquest 

of external objects. Surfing, for example, "centres on strength and skill, the peak 

experience being the conquest of the dangerously big wave " (Connell 1983 : 19). 

A similar relationship exists between the adult male body and masculinity. Here the 

body is discussed in terms of the adult practices of work, sexuality and fatherhood. 

With regard to work, the body is discussed in connection with the modern 

relationship between men and machinery. Based on the historical demise of pure 

manual labour (an earlier prime site for the embodying of masculinity), modern 

masculinity's "desire for skill and force of the body is translated into a 

preoccupation with technology and speed" (Connell 1983: 23). When speaking of 

sexuality, Connell's discussion centres on how sex is marked out in the workplace, 

and how adult sexual relations are constructed (specifically with regard to sexual 

behaviour, pornography, sadism and masochism, rape and sexual violence). 

Interestingly, there is no discussion of the body here. Finally, whilst Connell 

maintains that it is during fatherhood that the male body is socially confirmed in its 

masculinity (Connell 1983:25), he is more concerned with the extent to which this 



phenomenon indicates a further extension of the male body, not only in space (which 

is evident in the construction of masculinity per se), but also in generational time. 

Connell appears to disrupt the current relationship between mind, gender, social and 

sex, body. nature in two ways. He does not necessarily include the body when 

discussing sexuality, and he asserts a relationship between gender and the body: 

the embedding of masculinity in the body is very much a social process, full of 
tension and contradiction; that even physical masculinity is a historical, rather 
than a biological fact. That is to say it is constantly in process, constantly 
being constituted in actions and relations, constantly implicated in historical 
change. 

Masculinity is socially constructed and with it, the body is socially appropriated. 

This is "the bodily sense of masculinity" (Connell 1983:28), which is never 

"complete or totally effective" (Connell 1983:29). Connell (1983:30) is thus able to 

move away from any sense of the body "as reference to a fixed point, a biological 

given" when discussing its relationship to masculinity. The body thus gains meaning 

from this relationship at the same time that the relationship shapes the body: 

Force and competence are translations into the language of the body of the 
social relations which define men as holders of power ... They become 
statements embedded in the body ... in the very feel and texture of the body, 
its attitudes, its muscular tensions, its surfaces. There is a material source for 
this in the practices that actually shape one's physique, such as boys' constant 
exercising (Connell 1983:28). 

However, the way in which the sex of the body may limit the types of sexual and 

social subjectivities that are available to that body is not examined in detail in this 

discussion, and this returns Connell to the foundational parameters of the sexfgender 

distinction - specifically, the active mind and passive body. Connell (1983:28) does 

recognise that "the usual constraints on girls" (for example, "the stress on 

attractiveness that directs teenage girls to slimness and diet"), means that 'force' and 

'competence' are denied to them in a way that they are not denied to boys. 

Nevertheless, he does not deal with this reciprocal relationship between the male 

body, social power and masculinity. If girls did focus their body on 'constant 

exercising', there is a point at which they would be denied access to 'hegemonic 

masculinity' because they lack the male body. 



Connell focuses on the appropriation of the body as power, based on the cultural 

expectations of male bodies within hegemonic masculinity, rather than on the 

different capacities of male and female bodies to respond and be recognised as 

powerful. Because of this focus, Connell allows for the limitless nature of 

subjectivity (ie. masculinity) once he recognises the sociality of the body. The male 

body becomes the innocent victim of its current status, as if its force and 

competence, and the social and sexual power that it has gained from this 

relationship, is solely the result of its social appropriation. However, the current 

relationship between power and force is specifically asserted culturally because it fits 

most easily with historical expectations of the male body, and because the male body 

is morphologically more capable of gaining power through force than female bodies. 

The male body is implicated in the way in which power is currently understood, and 

this must point to the reciprocal nature of the relationship between masculinity and 

the body. Connell, however, does not acknowledge this, and offers the cases of 

transvestism and transexuality to demonstrate the ambivalent relationship of the body 

to subjectivity. 

According to Connell, transvestism and transexuality are the rejection of a masculine 

relationship to the male body. However, their "identification as female [the main 

alternative model], because it has to cut right across the landscape of the body, is 

likely to be partial, ambivalent or heavily stressed" (Connell 1983:21). This new 

subjectivity is thus compromised by the male body and requires an exaggeration of 

feminine style and mannerisms (as in the case of the transvestite), or the acquisition 

of the secondary sexual characteristics of women and the elimination of the physical 

stigmata of maleness (as in the case of the transsexual). Rather than demonstrating 

an ambivalent relationship between the body and subjectivity, these actions 

demonstrate a reciprocal relationship between the body and subjectivity - a 

relationship which is not apparent in Connell's discussion of hegemonic masculinity. 

The significance of 'Men's Bodies' cannot be overemphasised in Connell's challenge 

to conceptions of masculinity. In subsequent articles and conference papers, the 

basis of his argument (that masculinity is embodied) does not move from that 



outlined in this article. For example, 'An Iron Man' is based on a rejection of both 

"a unitary model of what masculinity is and a more or less smooth and consensual 

idea of how character is constructed [through socialisation] " (Connell 1990a: 83). 

This article carries forward Connell's increasing interest in and use of 'life histories' 

to gather information. It thus serves to rectify, according to Conneil (1990a:84), the 

"conspicuous shortage of research that explores these dynamics [the discontinuous 

and contradictory processes that construct masculinities], and arrives at some 

practical grip on the current dialectic concerning masculinity". It also "raises 

interesting questions about the interplay between the body and social process in the 

construction of masculinity" (Connell 1990a:84). Written in the form of extracts 

from an interview with Steve (a successful iron man in his middle twenties), the 

article attempts to articulate the relationship for Steve between his body, sport and 

the construction of his self as an 'exemplar of hegemonic masculinity'. 

Connell (1990a:89) asserts that "masculinity is not inherent in the male body; it is a 

definition given socially to certain characteristics". In Steve's case, those 

characteristics which gave "somatic compliance" to masculinity, were "being tall and 

strong as a child" (Connell 1990a:89). Connell (1990a:89) states that these "bodily 

attributes were appropriated in quite specific social practices. One was the rough- 

and-tumble atmosphere of an all-boys school . . . The other practice was competitive 

sport organised by adults". For Steve the iron man, the body is the focus of the 

self - "social and sexual life is drastically curtailed to suit the logic of peak bodily 

performance" (Connell 1990a: 90-9 1). Moreover, whilst Steve is able to recognise 

those characteristics ('natural ability'), and social practices ('training'), which are 

central to his success as an iron man, "to live it does not mean to understand it" 

(Connell 1990a: 93). Connell (1 990a: 93) maintains that "Steve lives an exemplary 

version of hegemonic masculinity", but nevertheless Steve has trouble giving an 

account of that masculinity - all he can come up with is "not being gay", and "being 

strong" (Connell 1990a:94). Since Steve's entire sense of self is focused on his 

body ("in a quite radical way", according to Connell 1990a:90), it is perhaps not 

surprising that the two characteristics central to his 'being a man' are also body 

centred - strength and sexual desire. This again points to the reciprocal and active 



relationship between attributes and capacities of the male body and the masculine 

subject. 

Whilst the body centredness of Steve's way of knowing his manliness is not 

discussed by Connell in this article, he does introduce what he terms this "stripping 

down towards the body" in 'Live Fast and Die Young', published in 1991. In this 

later paper, Connell explores the life histories of eight men from similar 

backgrounds, arguing that the "labour market and the state play a major part in 

framing the development of protest masculinity, a stressed version of hegemonic 

masculinity" (Connell 1991a: 141). It is within protest masculinity that "we see a 

shrinking of the domain of gender, a stripping down towards the body, at the same 

time as a ferocious claim to power within existing gender relations" (Connell 

199 la: 164). Connell bases this "stripping down towards the body" on information 

gained from the interviewees in his study who indicated that there was little 

"emotional investment in gender difference". Connell (1991a: 159) concluded that: 

what emerges in this milieu [of young unemployed working class men] is a 
combination of a sharply marked gender boundary and a remarkable 
indifference to its psychological content. [Gender] difference is confined to 
sexuality and violence, both being immediate functions of the body. 

The "stripping down toward the body" is the use of violence and sexuality to 

determine gender difference, both being "immediate functions of the body", 

according to Connell. That sexuality or violence are immediate functions of the 

body is not instantly self evident. However, when Connell concludes that within 

protest masculinity, "gender difference seemed to be thinned down in practice and 

consciousness towards the directly physical - fucking and fighting" (Connell 

1991a: 167), he makes his position perfectly clear. For Connell, as for all feminist 

theorists discussed thus far, there is a clear and direct equation between male 

sexuality and sexual behaviour (ie fucking). In all Connell's analyses of the 

relationship between masculinity and the body, sexuality is treated in this fashion. 

For example, under the subtitle 'Sexuality' in 'Live Fast and Die Young', all that is 

discussed is the sexual preference of the interviewees, their sexual 'awakenings' 

(problematic in itself) and their sexual relations with women (199la: 152-155). 



Sexuality and masculinity are understood as separate entities, albeit related, usually 

with sexuality underpinning masculinity. In ' Live Fast and Die Young', Connell 

(1 99 1 a: 143) defines masculinity as: 

a socially constructed form of life or project in time which appropriates the 
bodily difference of men from women into a social process of gender. This 
project is found in social practice at several levels: in personality, in culture 
and institutions, and in the organisation and use of the body (e.g. in sexuality). 

For Connell, the organisation and use of the body, which is part of the socially 

constructed appropriation of sexual differences into gender difference, is exemplified 

in sexuality, which is itself a social practice of masculinity. Whilst the social 

practices of sport and physical violence, work and fatherhood, aid in the bodily 

embedding of masculinity, sexuality/sexual behaviour nevertheless remains the prime 

site for the embodiment of masculinity. 

What is also implicated here is a more direct relationship between sexuality and the 

body than between masculinity and the body. In fact, sexuality is often the mediator 

between the body and masculinity. In 'Changing Western Masculinities', for 

example, Connell (1991b:S) maintains that "while sexuality addresses the biological, 

it is itself a social practice and constitutive of the social world [since] sexuality is an 

essential dimension of the social creation of gender". Sexuality is thus only social in 

so far as it aids in the creation of gender, and it aids in this creation by forming the 

central interface between the body and masculinity. 

Whilst sexuality is thus understood as an essential dimension of masculinity, it is 

also asserted by Connell (1991b:5) that "masculinities as cultural forms cannot be 

abstracted from sexuality". Nevertheless they are abstracted by Connell, and 

understood as tangible entities, each responsible for distinguishing their own arena of 

investigation. As was introduced earlier in this chapter through the example of 

impotence, that masculinity and male sexuality can identify different aspects of the 

masculine subject and his behaviour, is not always clear. What is under the purview 

of male sexuality, and what is being referred to when using the term masculinity, is 

often difficult to ascertain. Is the male practice of buying sex, for instance, 

illuminated most clearly through its identification as a process of masculinity, or a 



process of sexuality? Moreover, as sexuality becomes increasingly viewed as a 

social practice, and the body a social medium, identifiable boundaries (if they ever 

existed) between male sexuality and masculinity, sex and gender, continue to blur. 

The most direct theorisation of the relationship between sexuality and masculinity by 

Connell occurs in 'Sexuality and Social Process, in Theory and in the Construction 

of Heterosexual Masculinities'. Written in two parts, the first deals with sexuality 

and social process in theory. According to Connell (1991c:3), the recognition that 

social constructionist literature "has a non-social centre", has motivated feminists to 

move from the "physiological concept of sexuality to a focus on the discourses that 

socially define it" (Connell 1991c:4). However, this has left feminist theorists with 

"an increasingly empty frame . .. without a definition of its own object outside the 

act of scripting or controlling" (Connell 1991c:4). Connell thus maintains that the 

object of study - sexuality - threatens to di~appear,~ and recommends a qualitatively 

different approach which requires: 

ways of understanding the imbrication of bodies and histories, giving full 
weight to bodily experience without treating the body as the container of an 
ahistorical essence of sexuality. It is necessary to find ways of understanding 
social relations as themselves sexual, not merely as framing sexuality from 
outside . . . The relationship of biological to social processes does not occur at a 
boundary between 'the body' and 'society'. It is internal to the human body 
itself: bodily processes such as muscular tensions and physical attitudes are 
already social . . . Society does not simply construct sexuality, society is also 
constructed sexually (Connell 1991 c:5) 

Clearly the body and sexuality are positioned as social (rather than biological) 

institutions in this formulation. Moreover, with the relationship between the body 

and society internal to the body, bodily processes (muscular tension, for example) 

are also understood as 'already social'. As such, Connell's request that 'full weight 

Fear of losing one's object of study has been central to feminist critiques of 
postmodern theory since the mid 1980s (Brown 1991). However, it has previously 
been directed toward the loss of the subject and the belief that this would render 
feminism "without a reason for being" (Benhabib 1989:369). Brown argues 
convincingly that "postmodern decentring, disunifying and denaturalising of the 
subject are far more threatening to the status of feminism's truth than to feminism's 
raison d 'etre" (Brown 199 1 : 7 1). Whether Connell's fear is similarly situated and 
thus as easily dismissed will be discussed later in this section. 



be given to bodily experience without treating the body as an ahistorical container of 

sexuality' acknowledges the sociality of bodily experience and places this as central 

to the social constitution of sexuality. What is Connell referring to therefore, when 

he states that 'society is also constructed sexually'? If bodily processes are 'already 

social' and sexuality is socially constituted, what is the movement from the sexual to 

the social? What is sexual that is not 'already social'? 

The reciprocity of this relationship is clearly missing in Connell's formulation. Any 

sense of the limitations that a sexed (ie. male or female) body engenders in its social 

constitution is not acknowledged. 'Muscular tension', for example, not only gains 

its meaning from the social, which is Connell's point, but from the male body and 

its potentialities. In this society the sexual and the social overlap, such that there is 

a nexus between force and power and the male body, that does not occur in the 

female body. That this nexus is social is clear. That it is also a relationship that is 

gained from our historical perception of the male body needs to be acknowledged. 

This issue and its implications for the buying of sex will be developed in the next 

chapter. 

To give some empirical substance to his theoretical claims, Connell examines the 

social construction of masculinity, using data from a life-history study of Australian 

men. Focused on three men in particular, Connell discusses sexuality 'in the 

construction of hegemonic masculinity', 'in the making of a marriage' and 'in social 

fantasy'. In 'sexuality and the construction of hegemonic masculinity', Connell 

draws on Hugh Trelawney's sexual experiences at school and university and his job 

as a writer for a pornographic magazine, to discuss Hugh's graduation "from an 

individual practice of sexual exploitation and an individualised hegemonic 

masculinity to a collective, institutionalised version of both" (Connell 1991c:8). 

Along the way, Connell (1 99 1c:7) uses Hugh's sexual experiences to demonstrate 

"the imbrication of the body and social process [through] the social dimensions of 

choice and arousal, the interactive skilling in sexuality, the change in the sense of 

the social self and its symbolisation in bodily fantasy". This clearly demonstrates 

that for Connell, sexual behaviour (ie sexuality) is the mediator between the body 

and society (ie masculinity). 



In 'sexuality and the making of a marriage', forty year old Francis Welch is 

introduced. For Connell (1991~: 10) "Frank's story shows how closely sexuality is 

interwoven with social ideology as well as personality". Connell presents Don 

Meredith to discuss 'sexuality and social fantasy'. Here, the sociality of the physical 

performance of sex is addressed through the dimension of fantasy, which Connell 

(1 99 1c: 13) claims has enormous importance for the experience of sexuality. For 

Don Meredith, the physical sensation of 'finger fucking' with a young female 

partner triggers a fantasy of a new relationship, "one with a man" (Connell 

1991c:13). Connell (1991c:14) relates the sociality of the sexual experience and the 

fantasy through the "social equation between anal penetration and a male partner", 

(because "there is nothing about prostrate stimulation that positively demands a 

relationship with a man"). 

In concluding his discussion Connell (1991c:14) states "that masculinities are 

socially constituted is now well accepted. I hope to have shown here how sexuality 

is not an exception to that principle but a crucially important case of it". Connell 

presents masculinity and male sexuality as relational to the extent that they are not 

only both socially constituted, but that one (sexuality) is 'crucially important' to the 

socially embodied constitution of the other (masculinity). 

For Connell, 'sexuality' is closely linked with sexual intercourse and sexual 

relationships: 

sexuality is the vehicle for both the construction and the reconstruction of 
relationships. In an obvious sense, of course, marriage as an institution is 
predicated on a sexual relationship. Catholic marriages may be annulled if no 
sexual intercourse occurs. The point here is rather that the practical shape the 
relationship takes is determined by the sexuality of the participants and the 
gendered character structure that is interwoven with their sexualities (Connell 
1991c: 11). 

What does it mean when a relationship is 'determined by the sexuality of its 

participants' and that 'the gendered character structure is interwoven with their 

sexualities'? Sexuality appears to be another term for sexual intercourse, sexual 

preference (ie heterosexuality), a sexual relationship, sexual experience. And where 

is the body in this empirical discussion? The body appears once in name in this 



second section (Connell 1991c:7), although it is alluded to throughout: in Hugh's 

sexual experiences, the resultant "physical breakdown" (Connell 199 1c: 6) and his 

subsequent relation to his humanity; in Frank's recollection of his father's odour 

(Connell 1991c:g) and his sexual experiences; in "the fucking and fighting" in Don's 

childhood (Connell 1991c: 12) and his arousal and sexual action as an adult (Connell 

199 1c: 13). Sexuality (comprehended in sexual behaviour) is positioned close enough 

to the body for the body to be alluded to rather than acknowledged. (This is not the 

case with masculinity, where the body is clearly articulated). This removal of the 

body when discussing sexuality, which also occurred in 'Men's Bodies7 almost ten 

years earlier, indicates a relationship to, rather than a movement beyond, the guiding 

premise of the sexlgender distinction - that sex is closer to the body than gender. 

Whilst Conne117s discussion of the embodiment of masculinity through sexuality 

appears to be an extremely sophisticated and useful analysis of the relationship 

between the body and society, the apparent passivity of the body in its social 

appropriation suggests that the male body is ultimately not implicated in the 

acquisition of its subject position. Conne117s conclusion in 'An Iron Man7, that 

"hegemonic masculinity appropriates Steve's body and gives it a social definition" 

(Connell 1990a:95), adds weight to this claim. The ramifications of such a position 

are evident in Kaufman7s call to "try to dissociate 'male' from 'masculine"' 

(Kaufman 1987:2). 

Irrespective of the politics behind these calls, the implication is that what is 

masculine and male are two distinct entities. Ultimately, masculinity is realised 

within the realm of the mind, ideas and consciousness, separable (rather than 

separated) from the realm of the male body. This must presuppose that the male 

body has no active role in the acquisition of its subject position(s). Connell's trend 

toward free-floating subjectivities when discussing masculinity, is in opposition to 

the way in which he formulates sexuality and its relation to the body. Here, a 

reduction to sexual behaviour is evident, as it is in discussions of male sexuality 

previously presented. Moreover, the relationship between masculinity and sexuality 

demonstrates a hierarchical relationship, with sexuality closer to the body than is 

masculinity. In fact, sexuality appears to be socially constituted only to the extent 



that it aids in the creation of gender, and it aids in this creation only through 

forming an interface between the body and masculinity. By proposing the 

embodiment of masculinity through sexuality, the embodiment of sexuality (and its 

implications for both the sexual and social practices of men) remains (as in all the 

NMS) undertheorised. This indicates Connell's unreflective employment of the 

sexlgender distinction in three ways. Firstly, because he perceives the mind as the 

central actor in social construction and the body as a passive acquisition in the social 

construction of masculinity. Secondly, through his continued distinction between 

masculinity and male sexuality. Thirdly, through his use of the body to serve as the 

interface between masculinity and male sexuality, thus positioning them in a 

hierarchical relationship based on the connection between sexuality and the body. 

Within this framework of the sexlgender distinction, the social embodiment of 

sexuality cannot be clearly articulated. 

One theorist who has significantly contributed to the feminist understanding of the 

social construction of sexuality and its relation to gender inequality is MacKinnon. 

In the last ten years MacKinnon (1982, 1983, 1987, 1988) has been engaged in 

examining the relationship between sexuality and masculinitylfemininity and sex and 

gender, specifically with regard to the sexual practices of men. Unlike Connell, 

however, MacKinnon places sexuality (sex) and masculinity (gender) as implicated 

in the construction and definition of each other. For MacKinnon there is no notion 

of sexuality as only bodily, or only related to sexual behaviour. She thus represents 

a significant break in feminist theorising on the subject, with the complexity and 

breadth of her analysis worthy of examination at this point. Whilst she has failed to 

use this analysis to give a detailed critique of the male sexual practice of buying sex, 

she has used it to critique male sexuality through the consumption and production of 

pornography. Whether this critique is useful for a critique of the demand for 

prostitution will be discussed in the next section. 



4.4. The Social Construction of Sexuality: 

MacKinnon's 'feminism unmodified'. 

Although there are partial exceptions, the typical model of sexuality that is 
tacitly accepted remains deeply Freudian and essentialist: sexuality is an innate 
primary natural prepolitical unconditioned drive divided along the biological 
gender line, centring on heterosexual intercourse . .. sexual expression is 
implicitly seen as the expression of something that is to a significant extent 
presocial and is socially denied in its full force. Sexuality remains precultural 
and universally invariant to some extent, social only in that it needs society to 
take what are always to some extent socially specific forms. The impetus itself 
is a hunger, an appetite founded on a biological need; what it is specifically 
hungry for and how it is satisfied is then open to endless cultural and 
individual variance, like cuisine, like cooking (MacKinnon 1988: 3 19-320) .7 

As this quote indicates, MacKinnon's analysis begins with the identification and 

criticism of the construct 'sexuality', a "construct that has circumscribed and defined 

experience as well as theory" (MacKinnon 1988: 3 17). For MacKinnon, the 

recognition that sexuality is a social construct enables an awareness of sexuality's 

power - the fact that it is a "pervasive dimension throughout the whole of social life" 

(MacKinnon 1988: 3 18). Recognising sexuality as a social construct however, does 

not, according to MacKinnon, take feminist analysis far enough. It does not allow 

for the question 'for whom and by whom sexuality is constructed' to be asked, or 

answered: 

The fact that male power has power means that the interests of male sexuality 
construct what sexuality as such means in life, including the standard way it is 
allowed and recognised to be felt and experienced, in a way that determines 
women's biographies, including sexual ones ... Female sexuality [is thus] 
imposed on women daily (MacKinnon 1988: 3 17). 

There is clearly a strong connection between sexological ways of understanding 
sexuality and psychoanalytic ways of knowing. Thus whilst it could be argued that 
it is psychoanalysis that is responsible for the predominance in feminist theory of an 
essentialist notion of sex, the perpetuation of the sex/gender distinction and a 
hierarchical relationship between them (as MacKinnon recognises), this does not 
undermine my hypothesis that such a problem is premised on sexology. Both 
sexology and psychoanalysis are based upon a nature/culture divide, and both my 
and MacKinnon's critiques are built upon an awareness of the problems of the 
sex/gender distinction for a feminist critique of male sexuality (although MacKinnon 
does not situate her critique thus). 



MacKinnon7s starting point is the social construction of reality as constructed in, by 

and for men; "there is no ungendered reality or ungendered perspective ... 
objectivity is a denial of the existence of sex inequality that tacitly participates in 

constructing reality from the dominant point of view" (MacKinnon 1983:636). 

According to MacKinnon, sexuality is not immune from this social construction. 

Rather, sexuality is whatever a given society defines it as, and in this society 

sexuality is defined by men. It is thus a social construct of male power. 

MacKinnon (1988:316) is concerned that most feminist work focuses on gender 

inequality "without a sexual account of its dynamics", that is, it splits sex from 

gender and masculinitylfemininity from sexuality. She asserts that sexuality is not 

just shaped under conditions of gender inequality (a trend predominant within the 

NMS), but rather is the dynamic of the inequality of the sexes. Sexuality is thus 

understood as a pervasive dimension of society through which gender is socially 

constituted. The sexlgender distinction is absent from MacKinnon7s theorising. She 

offers in its place a sexual theory of the distribution of social power by gender. 

Consequently, it is sexuality that makes the gender division what it is: 

to explain gender inequality in terms of 'sexual politics' is to advance not only 
a political theory of the sexual that defines gender but also a sexual theory of 
the political to which gender is fundamental (MacKinnon 1988: 3 18-3 19). 

"The gender issue thus becomes the issue of what is taken to be sexuality" 

(MacKinnon 1988: 3 17). For MacKinnon, a theory of sexuality only becomes 

feminist when it treats sexuality "as a construct of male power: defined by men, 

forced on women, and constitutive in the meaning of gender" (MacKinnon 

1988:3 16). As a consequence of such an understanding, MacKinnon (1988:325) is 

able to assert a material relationship between current sexual relationships (what is 

considered appropriate sexual behaviour as well as what and who is considered 

sexual and sexy) and the power to construct (their version of sexual) reality - "that 

which is called sexuality is the dynamic of control by which male dominance 

eroticises as man and woman, as identity and pleasure". What is sexual is what 

gives a man an erection. More importantly however, what is sexual is also that 

which maintains and defines male supremacy as a political system. 



The questions "what do sexuality and gender inequality have to do with each othertt 

and "how do dominance and submission become sexualised, or why is hierarchy 

sexy?" are thus integral to any feminist theorising on sexuality. According to 

MacKinnon, it must be recognised that male and female sexuality are constructed in, 

and for, the interests of men. They are based on, and gain their meaning from, 

gender inequality. "Male power takes the social form of what men as a gender want 

sexually" (MacKinnon 1988:3 18). And what men (as a gender) want sexually, is 

dominance: "men in particular, if not men alone, sexualise hierarchy; gender is 

[simply] one [of those hierarchies] " (MacKinnon 1988: 3 15). This sexualising of 

hierarchy can be demonstrated through the existence of oppressive sexual practices 

(prostitution, domestic violence, incest, pornography, rape) that express and 

actualise the distinctive power of men over women. Such acts of dominance are 

experienced as sexually arousing, as sex itself. "They therefore are" (MacKinnon 

1988:316). 

This sexualising of hierarchy has obvious physical ramifications for women in sexual 

battery, domestic violence and rape, for example. MacKinnon (1988:3 19) also 

asserts, however, that such power to construct reality means that what is defined as 

'woman' is also in the interests of men. "Specifically, 'woman' is defined by what 

male desire requires for arousal and satisfaction, and is socially tautologous with 

'female sexuality' and the 'female sex"'. This also means that what women 

experience as sexual/sexually arousing is also a male construct, defined by and for 

their interests: 

in the concomitant sexual paradigm, the ruling norms of sexual attraction and 
expression are fused with gender identity formation and affirmation, such that 
sexuality equals heterosexuality equals the true sexuality of (male) dominance 
and (female) submission (MacKinnon 1988: 3 19). 

Male dominance will continue to be fundamental to heterosexuality whilst 

heterosexuality rests on the eroticisation of dominance and submission. One of the 

effects of MacKinnon's (1988:321) theorising is the claim that it is no coincidence 

that sexuality currently figures around intercourse ("penetration of the erect penis 

into the vagina . . . followed by thrusting to male ejaculation"). That this is in the 

self-interest of men seems to imply a point at which men's sexual experience is not 



mediated by culture, a point at which men are able to recognise their best interests 

beyond the social construction of sexual/social experience. MacKinnon of course 

argues otherwise, claiming that what sex 'is', is due to an abstracted male power, 

continuous more with political than sexual spheres of reality: 

What sex is - how it comes to be attached and attributed to what it is, 
embodied and practised as it is, contextualised in the ways it is, signifying and 
referring to what it does ... are continuous with something other than sex itself 
- something like politics" (MacKinnon 1988:3 17-3 18). 

MacKinnon (1 988:3 17) bemoans the fact that sexuality is centred around intercourse: 

"what sex means and what is meant by sex, when, how and with whom and with 

what consequences to whom". Nevertheless, she considers that this relationship 

indicates the self interests of men 'politically' more than it does a call to any natural 

(acultural) sexual self. She is certainly correct. The power to define what is sexual 

(and social) comes from the social (and sexual) power of men, which is asserted 

through their sexual (and social) dominance of women. The equating of sexuality 

with 'fucking' is a social, sexual and thus political outcome of male dominance. But 

why fucking? 

According to MacKinnon (1988:636), "male is a social and political concept, not a 

biological attribute. As I use it, it has nothing whatsoever to do with inherency, 

preexistence, nature, inevitability, or body as such". But surely the choice of 

fucking as the basis of sexuality has something to do with the male body? 

MacKinnon recognises the self interest of the (non-essential) male body as implicated 

in this choice, yet does not articulate the body as the experiential regulator of a 

socially constructed relationship between sex and sexuality. MacKinnon7s inability 

to admit the import of the body in this conflation means that she simultaneously 

ignores the body whilst recognising the implications of its specific configuration. 

That is to say, the recognisable meanings of sexual and social behaviour are related 

to, and constructed through, the parameters of the body. To ignore the materiality 

of the body and its significance in this construction, leads us in one of two 

directions. Either, directly back to the passivity of the body and its irrelevance in 

the construction of male (and female) subject positions (which I believe is 

MacKinnon's formulation). Or, to a point at which self interests are recognised 



beyond, or in spite of, culture/society. Clearly neither is satisfactory for 

formulating what is a complex relationship between the sexual and the social, the 

political and the experiential, in the realm of men's sexual practices. 

Because MacKinnon is aware of the social construction of the relationship between 

sexuality and sexual behaviour (based on the male experience of sex), she is able to 

destabilise it. As such, sexual behaviour is only 'knowable' through the interaction 

of gender and sex, masculinity and male sexuality. There is no point at which 

sexuality is the more appropriate term from which to discuss sexual behaviour in any 

'true' sense, and this neatly disrupts the equation of sexuality with sexual behaviour. 

Her conceptualisation of the complete construction of sexuality is insightful and 

useful to this thesis since, for MacKinnon, nothing is natural. By disrupting 

'natural7 relations such as that between vaginal secretion and sexual arousal, 

salivation and hunger, she clearly claims the complete construction of our sexual and 

social reality. 

However, MacKinnon's failure to admit the importance of the body in her theorising 

means that she cannot come to terms with the reciprocal and complex ,relationship 

between the sexual and the social. Whilst the relationship between fucking and 

sexuality remain unexplained within MacKinnon's formulation, it is clear that she 

chooses fucking because she does recognise the significance of the male body in the 

construction of a sexual hierarchy. However, because she works within the shadow 

conception of the sexlgender distinction, she remains locked into an understanding of 

the social as antithetical to the natural, to the bodily. For MacKinnon, sexuality can 

be socially constructed only if it is solely a product of the mind. To draw out the 

limitations of MacKinnon's analysis is not to assert a form of essentialism in its 

place, to assert a way in which the body drives the acquisition of the formation of 

self. Rather it is to recognise that the body is not only implicated in the types of 

subjectivities one can experience, but also intimately involved in the construction of 

social reality because of the way it can influence experience of that reality. 

Before moving on to the ways in which such a reconceptualisation of the relationship 

between sex, gender and the body can allow a feminist re-thinking of the relationship 



between the prostitute, the client and the buying and selling of sex, it may be useful 

to briefly discuss how MacKinnon's theoretical analysis has been used to politicise 

the issue of pornography. Much of MacKinnon's analysis of the social construction 

of male sexuality, and the subsequent oppression of women, has been directed to the 

sexual practices of men in the making and consuming of pornography. Along with 

Andrea Dworkin (1976, 1981), MacKinnon's insights are central to continued 

feminist critique in this area.' Both MacKinnon and Dworkin have also been 

involved in an attempt to put theory into practice, an important issue for feminism. 

It may thus be useful to discuss their feminist position in order to examine and 

understand the problems associated with articulating a feminist position outside the 

libertarian and conservative parameters of the pornography debate. 

4.5. Sexual Practices of Men and the Oppression of Women: 

the problem of pornography. 

In the early 1970s . . . men were not identified as the problem. Feminists . . . 
were busy taking control of their own lives ... challenging .women's 
subordinate place . . . attacking the language and iconography of 'sexual 
liberation' ... Above all, they were busy enjoying the pleasures and excitement 
of their own company ... Men were an issue insofar as feminists knew they 
must exclude them from the women's liberation movement . . . Only once the 
women's movement grew stronger and more powerful, drawing in women 
with different histories, did some women begin to speak about the previously 
unspeakable, to discuss men's violence and their fears of men ... it soon 
appeared as a seemingly boundless landscape of cultural misogyny (Segal 
1990:206-207). 

The relationship between the individual sexual practices of men in pornography and 

the 'landscape of cultural misogyny' has long been recognised by contemporary 

feminists. Interestingly (as has been alluded to throughout this thesis), this 

relationship is little mentioned with regard to the issue of prostitution. This is not to 

I am aware that many other feminist critiques have been levelled at male 
sexuality and the practice of pornography (see for example MacKinnon's Appendix 
in 1988:344-346). MacKinnon, however, represents the theoretical critique that has 
the most in common with my assertions. Moreover, her theoretical analysis and 
subsequent political intervention demonstrates the problems that arise when one 
attempts to solve the sex/gender distinction by eliminating sex. 



argue that such critiques are altogether missing, but rather to assert that they have 

not made an impact on the direction of feminist theorising of the issue. Moreover, 

as was discussed in Chapter Two, most feminist critiques on the topic of prostitution 

(with one notable ex~eption),~ eventually align themselves within the prostitution 

debate (see for example, Jaggar 1980; Schrage 1 980; McIntosh 198 1). 

The central aspect of the feminist critique of pornography has been the recognition 

of a relationship between the individual sexual practice (buying pornography) and the 

institutionalisation of men's power. For Dworkin (1 98 1) and MacKinnon (1 987), 

pornography exists because male supremacy defines what is sexual and what is not 

sexual in our society. They thus argue that not only is male and female sexuality 

socially constructed, but that it is constructed by men for their own benefit. 

Pornography exemplifies both this male hegemony and this male social construction. 

Why else are men the main consumers of images of women which construct them (at 

best) as objects of the male gaze, constantly available and useable, and (at worst) 

willing victims of violence, rape and abuse? 

Dworkin and MacKinnon thus set themselves in opposition to the notion of 

pornography as free speech and as liberating a 'true' sexuality. Instead they 

challenge the First Amendment as being unable to recognise that the free speech of 

pornographers is gained at the cost of the subordination of all women. Moreover, 

they argue that pornography is integral to the inequality between men and women, 

that it constructs rather than simply reflects the prevailing social relationship 

between them. Pornography does this by eroticising the relationship between 

dominance and submission, which is additionally the defining characteristics of 

men's and women's true sexual natures (Dworkin 198 1 ; MacKinnon 1987: 123-2 14). 

Carole Pateman's (1988:199) assertion that prostitution is fundamentally a 
political issue, with the display and marketing of women's bodies by the sex industry 
"continually reminding men - and women - that men exercise the law of male sex 
right, that they have patriarchal right of access to women's bodies", is one such 
example. As such it will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter. This 
critique takes into consideration many of the issues that have been raised throughout 
this thesis and thus serves as a starting point for a different perspective on 
prostitution, prostitutes and clients. 



Central to MacKinnon's critique is the question "how are the qualities we know as 

male and female socially created and enforced on an everyday level?" (MacKinnon 

1988:3 15). For MacKinnon, the sexual objectification of women in pornography 

provides answers. More specifically, MacKinnon (1988:327) argues that 

pornography is a means through which sexuality is socially constructed - it is a site 

of construction, a domain of exercise. Similarly, Dworkin (1976:96) argues that 

sexuality is an outcome of that power (ie. male) which constructs and maintains the 

social and sexual reality of gender inequality. It is given meaning by, through and 

in pornography. Pornography "reveals that male pleasure is inextricably tied to 

victimising, hurting, exploiting" and thus that "dominance is the male system of 

pleasure" (Dworkin 198 1 : 69). 

The subsequent relationship between sexuality and male power is exemplified for 

MacKinnon in the relationship between the representation of women in pornography 

and the consumption of pornography by men. This relationship, and pornography's 

appeal to men, is one of power and domination eroticised: 

What do men want? Pornography provides an answer. Pornography permits 
men to have whatever they want sexually ... It shows how men see the world, 
how in seeing it they access and possess it, and how this is an act of 
dominance over it. It shows what men want and gives it to them ... women 
bound, women battered, women tortured, women humiliated, women degraded 
and defiled, women killed . . . women sexually accessible, have-able, there for 
them, wanting to be taken and used, with perhaps just a little bondage 
(MacKinnon 1988:326-327). 

"Porn creates an accessible sexual object, the possession and consumption of which 

is male sexuality, to be possessed and consumed which is female sexuality" 

(MacKinnon 1988:329). Thus "the object [woman] is allowed to desire if she 

desires to be an object" (Dworkin 1981: 109): 

The process and content of women's definition as women, are the process and 
content of their sexualisation as objects for male sexual use . .. This is not 
because porn depicts objectified sex but because it creates the experience of a 
sexuality which is objectified (Dworkin 198 1 : 171 ; MacKinnon 1988:330). 

Thus what is sexual about pornography is what is unequal about social life. 

"Inequality is what is sexualised through pornography; it is what is sexual about it" 



(MacKinnon 1988: 332). What is surprising for both MacKinnon (1 988) and 

Dworkin (1981) is that not all women eroticise dominance, not all women love 

pornography. "The truly interesting question becomes why and how sexuality in 

women is ever other than ma so chis ti^"'^ (MacKinnon 1988:340). The result of 

viewing pornography as central in the social and sexual construction of women's 

reality is that: 

pornography provides a concrete social process through which gender and 
sexuality become functions of each other. Gender and sexuality in this view 
become two different shapes taken by the single social equation of male with 
dominance and female with submission (MacKinnon 1988: 332). 

Understanding the social construction of sexuality as constructed by men in the 

interests of men is a seductive explanation of the existence of not only pornography, 

but of prostitution, rape and battery. Based on the philosophical issue of the social 

construction of reality, MacKinnon and Dworkin simply ask in whose interests is 

such a reality (which produces these as legitimate male sexual practices) constructed? 

Faced with the materiality of pornography, its consumption by men and its 

objectification of women, they propose a simple yet compelling hypothesis of why 

and how pornography exists - and its role in the (re)creation of that reality. They 

also recognise that inequality and subordination, not equality and freedom, are the 

bases upon which pornography is founded, the continuation of which are essential to 

its survival. Armed with this knowledge, they appear to have issued a challenge to 

feminist conceptualisations of the relationship between sex and gender that is missing 

from all other accounts discussed in this chapter. Certainly there is no hierarchical 

relationship between sex and gender and there is no sense in which sex is the more 

appropriate term from which to discuss 'natural' functions of the body. However, 

they continue to appeal to the assumptions underlying the sexlgender distinction in 

The recognition that there are women who are not masochistic about their 
sexuality (or men who are not dominant about their sexuality) is inexplicable within 
the confines of MacKinnonYs (1988) and Dworkin's (1981) theorising on the role of 
pornography in the construction and reconstruction of sexuality. This lends support 
to a critique of sexuality without a bodily or experiential capacity. To discuss either 
male or female sexuality without recognising the social body as the experiential 
mediator between sexual and social practices leads to a neglect of the body as 
socially significant. In this case, women's sexual and social experiences are crucial 
in explaining their differing responses to pornography. 



two ways. Firstly, as has been discussed in MacKinnon's conceptualisation of 

sexuality, they lose the body in their analysis. They are thus unable to explain why 

sexuality in women is ever other than masochistic, why not all women eroticise male 

dominance. Secondly, they conflate women with subordination such that anyone in a 

position of subordination in sex is in the position of being a 'woman'. These 

theoretical limitations are practically demonstrated in their aborted attempts to place 

this analysis within policy and legislation in the United States of America. 

MacKinnon's and Dworkin's attempt to implement a distinctly feminist legislation in 

Minneapolis in 1983 and 1984 and Indianapolis in 1984, and their subsequent 

redrafting of the legislation in the face of successful appeals from pornographers, 

(the legislation was finally, in 1986, not accepted in any State) has caused a split 

within feminism. This split is based on the way in which Dworkin and 

MacKinnon7s stance on pornography has been interpreted by the majority of 

feminists as 'anti-feminist'. This debate will be briefly addressed by comparing the 

views of Segal (1990) with the justifications of MacKinnon (1987). The problems 

MacKinnon and Dworkin have faced on the issue of pornography may give some 

insight into the difficulties of expounding a feminist position within a debate where 

the sides are already articulated. It may also indicate more clearly the limitations of 

working within the confines of the sexlgender distinction and its related dualisms of 

victimjagent and private/public. 

4.5 .a) Putting Theory into Practice: 

the vision of Dworkin and MacKinnon. 

What Andrea Dworkin and I mean by pornography is rather well captured in 
our legal definition: 'Pornography is the graphic sexually explicit subordination 
of women, whether in pictures or in words, that also includes one or more of 
the following: (i) women are presented dehumanised as sexual objects, things 
or commodities; or (ii) women are presented as sexual objects who enjoy pain 
or humiliation; or (iii) women are presented as sexual objects who experience 
sexual pleasure in being raped; or (iv) women are presented as sexual objects 
tied up or cut up or mutilated or bruised or physically hurt; or (v) women are 
presented in postures of sexual submission, servility or display; or (vi) 
women's body parts - including but not limited to vaginas, breasts and buttocks 
- are exhibited, such that women are reduced to those parts; or (vii) women 
are presented as being whores by nature; or (viii) women are presented being 
penetrated by objects or animals; or (ix) women are presented in scenarios of 



degradation, injury, torture, shown as filthy or inferior, bleeding, bruised or 
hurt in a context that makes these conditions sexual'. Pornography also 
includes 'the use of men, children or transsexuals in the place of women' 
(MacKinnon 1987:262) ." 

Pornography thus defined is discrimination on the basis of sex and is, as such, a 

civil rights violation. A version of this civil ordinance was passed by the 

Minneapolis City Council on December 30, 1983. It was vetoed by the mayor, 

reintroduced the next year, passed again, and vetoed again by the mayor. In 1984, a 

version was signed by the mayor of the Indianapolis City and County Council on 

June 11, 1984, and a suit immediately followed in Federal Court (MacKinnon 

1987:262,274). The Federal Court declared it unconstitutional, and the case went to 

the Seventh Circuit Court of Appeals: 

Two judges, agreeing that 'depictions of subordination tend to perpetuate 
subordination' of women and lead to 'affront and lower pay at work, insult and 
injury at home, battery and rape on the streets', and that 'pornography affects 
how people see the world, their fellows, and social relations7, nevertheless 
concluded that these effects simply demonstrate the power of pornography as 
speech, which may not be leashed (French 1992: 169). 

The Supreme Court declined to hear the case. In 1988, a referendum in Bellingham, 

Washington, passed the code which was again ruled unconstitutional. This civil 

ordinance was considered by "dozens of other states" (Segal 1990:226) but once 

deemed unconstitutional, it lost its power of appeal. Its unconstitutionality was due 

to the legal judgement that the ordinance denies free speech. MacKinnon claimed 

legal precedents in this area and pointed to provisions in the First Amendment based 

on the notion of harm. MacKinnon thus attempted to define pornography as harm to 

show the relevance of these precedents: 

Specifically, pornography is a harm of gender inequality, and that harm 
outweighs any social interest in its protection by recognised First Amendment 
standards . . . [this ordinance] aspires to guarantee women's rights consistent 

l1 This definition is a slightly modified version of the one passed by the 
Minneapolis City Council on December 30, 1983. The Indianapolis City and 
County Council passed a version of it but eliminated subsections (i), (v), and (vii) 
and substituted as (vi) "women are presented as sexual objects for domination, 
conquest, violation, exploitation, possession or use, or through postures or positions 
of servility or submission or display" (MacKinnon 1987:274). 



with the First Amendment by making visible a conflict of rights between the 
equality guaranteed to all women and what, in some legal sense, is now the 
freedom of the pornographers to make and sell, and their consumers to have 
access to, the materials this ordinance defines (MacKinnon 1987: 177). 

Within the parameters that the ordinance has been placed - women's access to civil 

rights based on their equality before the law, and pornography's place in the 

problematisation of that right through the notion of harm - MacKinnon has lost the 

fight. As she states "the pornographers got there before us". Nevertheless, this is 

radical legislation. It gives power to individual women to gain recompense for the 

harm of pornography. That it has consistently been considered as pro-censorship, 

pro-state control and as anti-sex is testimony to the influence of the pre-existing 

pornography debate. Because the sides in the debate over pornography are pre- 

determined, this legislation is positioned with notions of censorship when it is not 

about censorship. It also indicates the way in which MacKinnon and Dworkin's 

theoretical position on pornography, because it utilises the assumptions that currently 

organise the sexlgender distinction, can be fitted into the debate, and can gain 

support from the moral majority (who are pro-censorship). 

Under the ordinance, coercion, assault, trafficking and force are provisions under 

which a woman, man, child or transvestite can take action against the pornographer. 

If for example, a woman, man, child or transvestite were coerced into participating 

in the production of pornography, they could gain recourse through the "provision of 

an injunction to remove these materials from public view" (MacKinnon 1987: 183). 

If a woman, man, child or transvestite were forced to view pornography, that 

"person(s) cannot . . . reach the pornographer, but they can reach the perpetrator or 

institution that does the forcing" (MacKinnon 1987: 183). If a woman, man, child or 

transvestite "were assaulted as a direct result of pornography", action could be taken 

against the pornographer responsible (Bacchi 1990:206). The provision of 

trafficking allows a woman or man to claim the public availability of pornography as 

a violation of women's civil rights. It is around this final provision, which makes 

the trafficking in pornography - production, sale, exhibition, or distribution - 

actionable, that all the opposition is centred. "We have as yet encountered 

comparatively little objection to the coercion, force or assault provisions of our 



ordinance" (MacKinnon 1987: 191). It is to the objection to the trafficking provision 

that the issue of free speech is germane. 

The fact that actions against pornography were ruled unconstitutional in America is 

not relevant to the issue of prostitution in Australia. What is relevant is the 

language that is used (harm vs rights, victim vs agent, force vs choice), and the way 

in which the issue is only understood as a two-sided (and mutually exclusive) 

contest. Moreover, this 'mutually exclusive debate7 rests on, and gains its meaning 

from, the sexlgender distinction and the privatelpublic dichotomy. For MacKinnon 

and Dworkin, women can only ever be subordinated through sex. They are always 

the victims of the harm of pornography. This posits a clear relationship between 

women, victim and harm, and an opposition to men, agent and rights. It also 

introduces the sexed nature of the organisation of the modern state, with women, 

victim and harm more appropriately associated with the private sphere; men, agent 

and rights part of the domain of the public sphere; women more natural, men more 

social. 

Nevertheless, when MacKinnon and Dworkin include children, men or .transvestites 

as the possible recipients of the harm of pornography, they are described as being 

used "in the place of women" (MacKinnon 1987:262). This points to a contradiction 

in their theoretical position - premised upon their enduring use of the parameters of 

the sexlgender distinction. In the case of pornography, men can be both the agent of 

oppression and the victim of harm. On the one hand, men are the oppressors of 

women. On the other hand, men can be in the position of women. This only occurs 

because the sexed body is conceptualised by MacKinnon as irrelevant to one's 

subjectivity. It is the passivity of the body that recalls the parameters of the 

sexlgender distinction: the body is passive because it is not socially significant. 

Subjectivity is only a product of the mind. Moreover, the only way in which men 

can be harmed by pornography is if they take up the subject position of 'being a 

woman'. This means that women are only ever victims of harm in this formulation. 

Women are given access to action and agency only if they claim the status of victim 

as paramount. 



It is perhaps because of this that feminists in America, England and Australia 

continue to team up with the pro-sex, pro-individual rights, pro-choice side of the 

debate (along with pornographers, civil libertarians and consumers of pornography). 

This means that they too perpetuate not only the debate itself, but, given the 

relationship between these spheres and the organisation of the liberal state, they also 

perpetuate a dichotomous way of knowing male and female relations and their 

appropriate roles, attributes and practices. 

MacKinnon7s understanding of sexuality (coupled with her consistent assertion that 

the feminist position on pornography has nothing in common with the conservative 

right), has consistently been stereotyped as an essentialist and pro-censorship stance 

on pornography. It is this that will form the focus for the remainder of this 

section.12 Whilst MacKinnon and Dworkin may not be asserting an understanding 

of pornography that has much in common with the pro-censorship, anti-pornography 

side of the debate, the fact that both their allies and their opponents do not see this 

difference means that their position requires further examination. 

4.5.b) Feminists Challenge Feminists: 

the anti, anti-pornography position. 

All feminists can agree on the need to attack the phallic myths endorsed in 
most sexual imagery. But we cannot all assent to its reduction to the rallying 
cry against pornography without trampling upon many women's struggles over 
the pursuit of pleasure, love and friendship with, or without, men . . . We could 
argue that since pornography symbolises men's power over women . .. 
women's attacks on it symbolise women's resistance to men's power over 
women . . . But this does not align us with the combined feminist/conservative 
anti-pornography crusade, for the logic of this crusade is the demand for state 
control over all representations of sexuality, or civil ordinances, which amount 
to the same thing (Segal 1990:229). 

l2 It is important to point out at this stage that the 'debate' between MacKinnon 
and Segal is one that is in some senses 'set up' by the present author. Segal and 
MacKinnon have not debated this issue publicly. However, Segal and MacKinnon 
take up positions which allow for the differences between libertarian feminists and 
MacKinnon and Dworkin to be examined. 



Segal (1990:224) is a major feminist critic of the DworkinlMacKinnon stance on 

pornography. A particular target is what she considers the pro-censorship, 

conservative 1983 civil ordinance. Equally troubling for Segal is MacKinnon and 

Dworkin's involvement in several commissions of inquiry into pornography, which 

she claims reflected "the growth of the moral right in Reaganite America". It does 

not surprise Segal to discover that The Meese Commission, which urged legal action 

against the sale and production of 'obscene materials' in its concluding report in 

1986, was "controlled by moral conservatives, and deluged with witnesses from the 

religious right and vice squads as well as supported by anti-pornography feminists 

like Dworkin and MacKinnon" (Segal 1990:224). However, she does claim it to be 

"ironic that this Commission should win the approval of feminists against 

pornography when its chairman had been responsible for cutting funds to refuges for 

battered women" (Segal 1990:225). 

Segal is also critical of MacKinnon's political alliances during the drafting of the 

anti-pornography legislation in Indianapolis. Here, her alliances included Republican 

Mayor and Presbyterian Minister William Hudnut 111, far-right Republican Beulagh 

Coughenour (a leading activist in the Stop Equal Rights Amendment movement), and 

the Reverend Greg Dixon, a leading member of the moral majority.13 Segal 

(1990:225) maintains that "feminists cannot ignore the links between anti- 

pornography feminists and the programme of the moral right". She is particularly 

concerned with the popularity this anti-pornography stance is gaining in Britain. But 

Segal appears as alarmed by the type of support it gains ("which include the 

notorious leader of the moral right, Phyllis Schaffly"), as by the belief around which 

it is constructed ("that pornography is central in creating and maintaining the 

inequality of the sexes"). 

Segal (1990:226) claims that "any material can be deemed pornographic according to 

nine different criteria [and thus] anyone could bring a complaint against any sexually 

explicit representation, since to some men and women all representations of sex are 

l3 The Reverend not only declares contraception, abortion and homosexuality 
crimes against society - opposing equal rights legislation and promoting 
criminalisation of all gay sex - but sees them as part of a global terrorist conspiracy 
to bring moral destruction to America. 



degrading or subordinating". She asserts that "men may file suits against gay male 

porn on the grounds that it depicts men with other men in degrading or submissive 

positions, men being treated like women!" Segal (1990:227) also asks "How far 

would I get seeking damages against Dworlun's Right Wing Women, objecting to her 

degrading portrayal of my own and all women's relations with men?" Ironically, 

Segal's interpretation of the scope of this legislation is similar to her opponents, the 

moral majority, and has allowed them to support it. More importantly, Segal's 

interpretation is within the bounds of MacKinnon's theoretical analysis. For 

example, MacKinnon would have to agree that 'all representations of sex are 

subordinating' because, for her, current definitions of sex are about subordination. 

Central to Segal's opposition is her interpretation of the guiding belief behind the 

ordinance: "that pornography causes men's contempt for women and women's 

inferior status to men" (Segal 1990:227). Segal's counter-argument is that: 

it may be comforting to believe that banning pornography would eliminate 
men's fear and hatred of women, wipe out men's violence and women's 
vulnerability; but we simply have no reason to think that it would. Violence 
against women long predates the explosion of commercial pornography, and 
historically and geographically exhibits little or no relation with its incidence 
and consumption. Indeed, contrary to Dworkin's picture, in which 
pornography silences women and teaches us that we must tolerate sexual 
assault and physical violation, it is precisely since the 1970s, and the explosion 
of pornography in the West, that women have been most vociferously - and 
successfully - objecting to men's violence against women (Segal 1990:227). 

Again, Segal is refusing to acknowledge the nuances of the relationship between 

pornography as a sexual practice of men and the oppression of women. In fact, 

throughout her critique of anti-pornography feminists, the central aspect of their 

challenge - that the problem is to be found in men's demands for pornography as a 

sexual practice - eludes Segal. She sees the attack on pornography as an "attack 

[on] the picture that oppresses us rather than the mysterious, elusive yet powerful 

thing itself" (Segal 1990: 228). Nevertheless, the salience of this interpretation gives 

Dworkin and MacKinnon support from the moral right as well as creating opposition 

from feminists. That such an interpretation continues, despite public objections to 



the contrary by both MacKinnon and Dworkin,14 suggests that there is a level at 

which their theoretical and political position is not challenging the confines of the 

debate. 

For Dworkin and MacKinnon, all women, either directly or indirectly, are the 

victims of the harm of pornography (and thus of patriarchy, heterosexuality and 

men). Subsequently, all men are placed as the oppressors of women, both 

individually and as a group, through their relation to the institutions of power in this 

society. Dworkin and MacKinnon thus establish a working relationship between 

men and women that perpetuates women as acted uponlmen as actors, women as 

objectslmen as subjects. This is despite the outcome of their ordinance which sees 

men in the place of women being harmed by pornography. This ignores the 

materiality of the social body as the mediator between the sexual and the social. It 

does not allow for an understanding of the power of men to define the sexual 

through bodily experience (ie their choice of fucking as the meaning of sexuality). 

Similarly, it does not allow for women to be other than masochistic in their sexual 

relations with men. MacKinnon's conceptualisation of the active victim challenges 

the inert passivity of victimisation, and thus disputes the relationship between 

passivity and victimisation. It does not allow for the relationship between victim, 

woman and subordination to be circumvented. It also does not allow for any 

mediation of the construction of reality. This is supported (rather than undermined) 

by the interchangeability of the sex of the victim of pornography. 

What is required for pornography and prostitution, is a way of knowing 

masculinity/femininity, male sexualitylfemale sexuality and the malelfemale body - 

in short, menlwomen - which does not fall into the agentlvictim, actorlacted upon, 

subjectlobject mindlbody, genderlsex dualistic conceptions that all feminist analyses 

in this chapter inevitably call upon. As will be demonstrated in the next chapter, 

l4 "Our law is not criminal. It places enforcement in the hands of the victim, 
not the state. It is not protective unless suing organised crime is a form of 
protection. It does not provide for a ban unless relief for a proven injury is a ban. 
Its trafficking provision is not a prior restraint. The harm is not triggered by any 
kind of offensiveness. Why do even feminist lawyers repeatedly make this law into 
what it is not in order to attack it?" (MacKinnon 1987:203). 



reconceptualising the relationship between sex and gender as one between social and 

sexual practices which give and gain meaning from their relationship to the body 

politic and the modern subject allows for the nuances between the individual, the 

political, the social, the sexual and the experiential, to be better understood. 

Dworkin and MacKinnon propose a legal solution that appears politically 

inadmissible within the current system. Given this, it becomes clear why Dworkin 

and MacKinnon are positioned within the anti-sex side of the pornography debate. 

Such a positioning is achieved not only because Dworkin and MacKinnon wish to set 

up legislation to counter pornography, or because they critique pornography, or 

because they have made alliances with conservatives, or because they are perceived 

as anti-men, or because they place women as victims, but simply because they are 

forced to work within the debate. This should signal both the problem and the 

solution for feminists. Segal (1 990:229) easily collapses the feminist ordinance 

devised by Dworkin and MacKinnon into conservative demands for state control 

over all representations of sexuality - "which in the end amount to the same thing" - 

because both she and Dworkin and MacKinnon work within the pre-established 

structure of the pornography debate. 

Thus despite MacKinnon and Dworkin7s assertions to the contrary, they can be fitted 

into this debate. They do actively work within it and they do not always challenge 

it. They did, for example, use their conservative alliances to pass their ordinance 

through council. Also, they often only assert their differences from conservatives 

when feminists challenge them directly (see my footnote 14). Similarly, Segal's 

representation of anti-pornography feminists as 'non-progressives' has some basis. 

They can be depicted as anxious and fearful of "surrendering the old-time 

uncertainties of gender identity" - our monopoly on virtue - because many feminists 

(both pro and anti pornography) have presented their history in such terms, and 

because anti-pornography feminists do not challenge it. In a similar fashion to 

feminists within the prostitution debate (demonstrated in Chapter Two), anti- 

pornography feminists often use the 'retrospective' linear history of feminist 



campaigns to gain advantage (see Bacchi 1990:202-227 for a further discussion of 

this point). l5 

Finally, MacKinnon and Dworkin's ordinance, based on the notion of harm, can be 

interpreted as perpetuating the publiclprivate split and women's place within the 

more personal, emotional and subjective private sphere. Why, for instance, did 

MacKinnon prefer the notion of harm to that of rights? Whilst it is an 

understandable choice for her conservative allies - harm places the women involved 

as victims, and as acted upon - it also fits well with MacKinnon's understanding of 

the 'truth' of the subordinated feminine self in what is currently a masculine 

construction of reality. That this ordinance has been reinterpreted as a challenge to 

free speech, and successfully defeated on the grounds of the pornographers' rights, 

demonstrates most clearly the public/private split that is the foundation for the 

pornography debate. It should not be surprising that it is the notion of rights, rather 

than harm, that is more recognisable (and thus more successful) in the public sphere. 

Moreover, MacKinnon and Dworkin's ordinance demonstrates that it is difficult to 

conceptualise women using the language of the public sphere for their own benefit. 

It could be argued that this ordinance was an impossibility within the confines of the 

pornography debate. Asserting women's sameness and difference to men 

simultaneously is, at present, conceptually inadmissible. That it may also have not 

been possible within the theoretical confines of MacKinnon's conceptualisations of 

reality is a consideration that will be dealt with in the next chapter. 

To reconfigure the feminist position in both the pornography and prostitution debates 

requires asserting that the feminist difference is distinguishable because feminists 

have more in common with each other than they have with their present bedfellows. 

If the debate must stay a two sided affair, feminists need to redefine its terms and 

l5 This is not to argue that the pro-pornography feminists do not also have 
dubious allies, with pornographers and consumers of pornography constituting the 
majority of their support. This is partly my point. Feminists on either side of this 
'debate', tend to compromise their feminist voice to fit in with their libertarian or 
conservative 'allies7. This needs to be recognised and countered by reconfiguring 
the dualistic conceptions of pornography (and prostitution). 



demonstrate the similarities in the arguments of the liberals and the conservatives - 

similarities that can only become evident once the terms of the debate are redefined. 

Rethinking the prostitution debate through recognition of its undisclosed foundations 

(sexlgender, victimlagent, privatelpublic), and reconceptualising the client and the 

prostitute without the problems identified in this thesis, are the tasks for the last 

chapter. 



CHAPTER FIVE. RECONFIGURING THE DUALISMS 

5.1. Introduction. 

This thesis has argued that a number of dualisms currently figure in feminist ways of 

knowing about the buying and selling of sex. It has been suggested in Chapter Two 

that the feminist choice between support for the prostitute and a critique of 

prostitution is predicated upon the victimlagent dichotomy. Moreover, this mutually 

exclusive choice is thus situated because of feminists' relationships with the 'pro7 

and 'anti7 sides of the prostitution debate. Chapter Four similarly argued that the 

feminist inability to critique the client, whilst founded upon the assumptions 

underlying the sexlgender distinction, also has its meaning organised in and through 

the prostitution debate and the victimlagent dichotomy. Throughout this thesis it has 

been suggested that the prostitution debate places any critique of prostitution, 

including the client, as part of a conservative, anti-sex stance. Correspondingly, the 

feminist support of the prostitute, and the subsequent recognition of her agency, 

deny to feminists a way in which to critique the demand - what is there to critique if 

prostitution is nothing more than a contract between equal and consenting adults? 

As has also been demonstrated in Chapters One and Three, certain dualisms organise 

ways of knowing the prostitute and the client in mainstream theories on the topic. 

This chapter will argue that the dualisms recognised in feminist ways of knowing are 

also to be found in mainstream ways of knowing - both popular and theoretical. 

Thus, whilst she is alternatively a psychological deviant or an economic worker, she 

is also, respectively, a victim (of a risky family environment or an exploitative 

market) or an agent responsible for her career choice. Similarly, whilst he is known 

predominantly through sexology, whether he buys sex for choice or need positions 

such a way of knowing as organised within the parameters of the sexlgender 

distinction. This is because it is within the current configuration of the sexlgender 

distinction that the dichotomy of natural and social become meaningful in relation to 

the mind and the body. The continuity between theory and practice on the issue of 

prostitution will be recognised as not only Influencing legislation but as organising 



our ways of knowing about the prostitute and the client. Moreover, the ubiquitous 

nature of these dualisms lends itself to a way of comprehending and reconfiguring 

them through an awareness of the organisation of modern liberal democracies. 

Specifically, this chapter will argue that each of these dualisms are predicated on, 

and gain their meaning through, the public/private split. 

As noted in the Introduction, it is the work of Pateman (1988) and Gatens (1991) 

that precipitated an awareness of this relationship and its implications for 

prostitution. Founded on the 'separate spheres' of the public (rational, objective, 

logical) and the private (emotional, subjective, irrational) Pateman (1988) argues that 

modern, liberal democracies construct the private sphere as a 'natural' realm of 

society. As such, it is considered separate from the machinations of the public 

world of government. The recognition that both the private and the public sphere 

are integral to the functioning of modern liberal democracies, and that neither are 

'natural7, enables feminists to re-assess prostitution. Clearly, current ways of 

knowing the prostitute and the client - the victimlagent dichotomy and the 

sexlgender distinction - are organised through the publiclprivate split. Gender and 

agency are positioned with the mind and masculinity, whereas sex and victim are 

acknowledged as more appropriate to the body and femininity. As will be 

demonstrated throughout this chapter, the feminist assertion of a woman's agency (in 

an attempt to disrupt this way of knowing the prostitute) cannot easily challenge the 

organisation of the public and private spheres, or the association between the private 

sphere and appropriate 'womanly7 roles, attributes and practices. Choosing to be a 

'whore7 (and thus purporting agency) does not offer the prostitute alternative 

capacities outside of the feminine, the bodily, the sexual. 

The awareness of these three dualisms, and their organisation through the 

publidprivate split, offers a way out of the current feminist dilemma. Since such 

dichotomies both categorise and perpetuate current ways of knowing the prostitute 

and the client, their recognition alone is useful. As this chapter will demonstrate, 

their recognition enables feminists to understand the social nature of women's 

configuration as embodied and men's as disembodied. More importantly, it enables 

connections to be made between the current organisation of modern liberal 



democracies, the status of men and women and their positioning as buyer or seller in 

prostitution. To be positioned as embodied enables certain choices to be available 

(being a prostitute). Similarly, to be positioned as disembodied makes available 

specific practices (being a client).' These are meaningful rather than false 

configurations, and made meaningful through one's positioning with regard to the 

organisation of modern liberal democracies. Moreover, this means that such 

configurations are not fixed. Women's stake in their corporeality and men's 

positioning of their body as property, whilst 'true' in this historical period, do not 

signal the continuation of such relationships indefinitely. 

With this in mind, this last chapter will discuss both the organisation of current ways 

of knowing through the public/private split, and a way in which the prostitute, the 

client and the prostitution debate, can be re-thought. The first and second section 

will introduce the popular discourse on ways of knowing the prostitute and the client 

and demonstrate the ubiquitous nature of the dualisms in organising access to our 

knowledge of prostitution. This recognition will be taken up in the third section, 

which will expand on the ideas of Pateman (1988) and Gatens (1991) and introduce 

the assumptions that impact on current ways of knowing the relationship between 

women, men, the public and the private sphere. Thus the notion of the private 

sphere as natural, the public sphere as peopled by disembodied individuals, and the 

ability of the mind to control (and thus discard) the body will be re-evaluated 

through the feminist recognition of the social (and masculine) nature of these ideals. 

Based on the recognition that these assumptions necessarily influence men's and 

women's differing relationships in modern liberal democracies, section four will re- 

assess prostitution in these terms. Such an analysis enables many of the 

contradictions within prostitution (currently understood as divisive to the feminist 

stance) to be brought to the fore, and to become a source of strength rather than 

As was argued in the Introduction, current configurations of being a woman or 
being a man enable access to certain practices, attributes, capacities and status. This 
does not mean, for example, that the ability to be a prostitute is fixed to a female 
body but rather that for a man to choose to be a prostitute requires relating to the 
practices and capacities of being a prostitute in a sexually specific manner. When 
men become prostitutes they do not become pseudo-women. 



dislocation. For example, prostitution can be theorised as able to disrupt the 

assertion of disembodiment in the public sphere: to illustrate that men's and 

women's differential positioning in and through modern liberal democracies is 

observable through their different relations to their own bodies and the bodies of 

each other; to demonstrate that prostitution is more honest to the fraternity than 

either feminists or modern liberal democracies care to admit; and finally, to indicate 

that prostitutes have the potential to exemplify not only the positioning of women in 

modern liberal democracies, but a capacity for dislocation between women's 

sex/body and self/mind. Such an analysis can disregard what are often considered 

mutually exclusive positions (victim versus agent, mind versus body, men versus 

women) and examine the potential strengths within the dualisms. 

Using the Dualisms: Popular Discourse, Policy and Legislation. 

Chapters One and Three demonstrated that certain ways of knowing the prostitute 

and the client predominate. He is understood through the discourse of sexology, 

and, in some cases, psychology and psychoanalysis. She is understood,through the 

discourses of psychology, psychoanalysis, economics and femini~m.~ However, 

whilst the prostitute and the client appear to be known through unrelated and diverse 

discourses, this chapter will argue that such ways of knowing continue to use the 

dualisms of sex and gender, victim and agent, mind and body in the organisation of 

their knowledge. Moreover, these ways of knowing are directly related to popular 

discourse, policy and legislation on the topic. 

For example, whilst the ways in which the prostitute is known depends upon the 

discourses circulating around her (in the 1990s a mix of economics and psychology), 

the prostitute as victim or agent organises access to that knowledge. Thus the 

prostitute can be a psychological victim of child abuse, a woman making the most of 

access to unequal wages, a woman in a job like any other, or someone using the 

The significance of the client being known through discourses that focus on the 
body, whilst she is understood through discourses that have used the mind as their 
explanatory tool, will be discussed in the third section of this chapter. 



system to her advantage. In each of these situations the prostitute is understood as 

either a victim (of the immediate family or wider environment) or an agent (a 

normal worker or a better paid worker). Similarly, the client, whilst known 

predominantly through sexology, has access to that knowledge organised through the 

sexlgender distinction. The client may be alternatively situated as Mr. Average 

accessing a form of sexual leisure or a man in an 'unnatural7 situation exercising his 

need for sex (he may also be a deviant wanting 'dirty7 sex, but this is considered by 

all social theorists, journalists, policy makers and most parliamentarians to be in the 

minority). The question that organises this knowledge is: 'Does buying sex 

represent a natural bodily urge or is it demonstrative of a socially modified 

expression of that urge?' It is thus situated as predominantly a question of his sex, 

but a socially mediated expression of it. Like feminist analyses, the shadow 

conception of the sexlgender distinction is evident here since these theorists are 

advocating socially acceptable ways in which men choose to channel the natural, the 

sexual, the bodily. They are also making a distinction between the natural body 

and the social mind, and between the respective functions of each. These 

distinctions only become meaningful through a dichotomous understanding of reality 

that has the dualism of sex and gender as one of its cornerstones. 

5.2. Knowing the Prostitute. 

As was demonstrated in Chapter One, access to ways of knowing the prostitute are 

clearly organised through the discourses of psychology and economics. This section 

will demonstrate the continuity between theoretical ways of knowing her, popular 

discourse and legislation. As theoretical ways of knowing the prostitute change 

between decades, so too do popular ways of knowing. She is known first through 

discourses of psychology and psychoanalysis, and whilst not losing ground entirely, 

such explanations now co-exist with economic explanations for her 'fall7/'choice' to 

be a prostitute. Whether she is best understood as a victim (and thus having fallen 

into prostitution) or as an agent (and thus chosen prostitution as a career) is the 

central dilemma facing journalists, parliamentarians, legislators and policy makers - 
a dilemma similarly faced by feminists. 



5.2.a) As a Psychological Victim. 

As was demonstrated in Chapter One, the prostitute has been the subject of 

numerous investigations and analyses since World War Two. Nevertheless, it is her 

mind that is generally the object of inquiry. The psy-disciplines established the fact 

that there was something wrong with any woman who became a prostitute, and to 

this end they constructed complex models upon which they could map her downfall 

to 'whore'. Her deviancy from the normal model of female development was 

established, and the relationship between her psyche and her immediate environment 

posited as the central cause for her fall. The prostitute as victim (of an unusual or 

damaging or abnormal family) is central to this way of knowing her. 

Psychological ways of knowing the prostitute as victim of her family background, or 

at risk of a corrupting environment in general, circulate in the media and can be 

found in recent parliamentary debates. In the print media she is considered to be 

either psychologically motivated to enter the profession (see for example, Kavanagh 

in The Courier Mail, 5 October 1991:7; Jones in The Sydney Morning Herald, 29 

June 1984:8; 18 April 1986:4), or a victim of her environment (The Courier Mail, 

29 October 1991:29). Client perceptions as reported in the media, also perpetuate 

such a way of knowing about the prostitute (The Sydney Morning HeraM, 20 

November 1982:32), as do criminological trends, which continue to examine 

prostitutes as a victim of their psychoses (see Perkins 198698). Understanding the 

prostitute as a victim of an unstable/risky environment is to be found within 

parliamentary debates in New South Wales and Vi~tor ia .~ The prostitute as victim 

of her environment can also be discovered in journals aimed at social workers (Bour, 

Young and Henningsen 1984; Silbert and Pines 1983; Pillai 1982; Brown 1979; 

Farmer and Harvey 1974). Whilst the psychological framework does not 

predominate in popular ways of knowing, it does figure largely in policy reports on 

the topic. Despite more recent ways of knowing her that assert her career choice, 

In New South Wales parliamentary debates see, F.J. Nile, 174(30 March 
1983):5450; D.P. Landa, 174(30 March 1983):5459; N. Wran 174(17 March 
1983):4777; T.J. Moore 174(17 March 1983):4785, and in Victoria, D. Isaksen 
146(23 April 1979):4846. 



the prostitute as psychological victim can still be found in recent investigations into 

the prostitute in policy documents. For example, in iTiGle Report of the Select 

Committee of the Legislative Assembly upon Prostitution (hereafter The New South 

Wales Report), the answer to the question "Why do People Become Prostitutes?" 

(1986:138-142) was discovered in the family background of the prostitute. 

Specifically, the existence of sexual abuse, domestic violence and family breakdown 

were cited as the predisposing factors for a woman's move into prostitution. 

Moreover, such factors became prioritised over precipitating factors (such as 

homelessness) and attracting factors (such as money) (The New South Wales Report 

1986: 153). 

Similarly, in The Inquiry into Prostitution Final Report (hereafter iTiGle Victorian 

Report), apart from general demographic information, the committee was interested 

in the prostitute's family life as a child. This is significant since it is the "only 

question which did seek information on more intimate matters" of those interviewed 

for the report ( n e  Victorian Report 1985:73). The Victorian Report also identified 

the influence of psychological ways of knowing the prostitute when the reason for 

including such a question was revealed: "we thought it important to include a 

question on this matter because it is often suggested that a disturbed family 

background is a predisposing factor to prostitution" (The Victorian Report 1985:73). 

Following The Canadian Report on Prostitution and Pornography (hereafter The 

Canadian Report) (1 985: 373), which stated that "there is support for the contention 

that prostitutes disproportionately come from homes where there are tensions and 

problems, for example alcohol and drug abuse and continuous fighting", The 

Victorian Report (1985:75) discovered that 30% of their prostitute sample described 

their childhood as unhappy whilst 32% had experienced disturbances or family 

breakdown leading to a classification of an unstable childhood. They also learned 

that street prostitutes were more likely to have disturbed or unhappy backgrounds 

and that a significant minority had spent time in welfare institutions as children (The 

Victorian Report 1985:75-76). Whilst these findings identify that the majority of 

prostitutes interviewed did not perceive themselves as coming from particularly 

disturbed or unhappy backgrounds, it is interesting that these were nevertheless 

considered guiding principles in discovering a 'truth' about prostitutes in this policy 



document. A similar way of knowing the prostitute is presented in Regulating 

Morality: the Criminal Justice Commission Inquiry into Prostitution in Queensland 

(hereafter, The Queensland Report) (1 99 1 : 130- 13 1) , and introduced by The 

Australian Capital Territory Select Committee on HIV, Illegal Drugs and Prostitution 

(hereafter The Australian Capital Territory Report) (1991:54) when discussing young 

people. 

The result of this way of knowing about the prostitute is to be found in policy 

recommendations to the government. For example, 27ze New South Wales Report 

(1 986: 14 1) recommended that "the funding of community education on child sexual 

assault and the funding of services to meet the specific needs of victims of families 

should be secured and if necessaiy extended". Such a recommendation is clearly 

based upon the perceived relationship between child sexual abuse and entrance into 

prostitution. No other policy report considered such a recommendation, and, given 

that The New South Wales Government largely ignored the recommendations of The 

New South Wales Report (re-enacting the 1979 legislation in 1988), it is probable 

that a direct influence of such a way of knowing on legislation is marginal. 

Nevertheless, as will be demonstrated below, the rise of an economic discourse, and 

its popularity in policy and the media, has not supplanted the importance of 

psychological ways of knowing as an important dimension in the profile of the 

prostitute. 

5.2.b) As a Victim of Exploitation. 

Since the 1970s, there is a degree to which knowing the prostitute as a psychological 

victim of her environment has been challenged by social theorists that assert as 

primary the economic dimensions of her 'fall7 into prostitution. Influenced by the 

rise of labelling theory and symbolic interactionism in the social sciences, and the 

women's liberation movement (later to become the feminist movement) in the 1960s 

and 1970s, social theorists have re-examined her psychological difference from other 

women. This re-assessment enabled them to challenge her psychological instability, 

but not necessarily her status as victim (along with all other women, of course). 

Whilst the focus moved to the notion of prostitute as worker, such claims did not 



always challenge her status as victimised worker. More often than not, she was 

investigated (especially through symbolic interactionism, labelling theory, sociology 

of deviance, and criminology) because her work was considered problematic (often 

abnormal, definitely deviant). Even so, analysis shifted from a focus on her 

psychological motivation (often what she did not say) to her own explanations for 

her 'career choice'. 

Such a change of emphasis ushered in knowledge of her 'fall' as more akin to a 

'career move'. Nevertheless, psychological reasons why she may have made this 

economic choice were still considered necessary to gaining the entire picture of this 

deviantlexploitative career choice. This way of knowing is now central in the 

media,4 and in parliamentary  debate^.^ Here, the economic motivation for entrance 

into prostitution is considered the most feasible explanation, especially since it 

coincides with reasons given by the prostitutes themselves (see Chapters One and 

Two). Nevertheless, this economic knowing of the prostitute continues to be 

positioned within a framework of the prostitute as victim and tends to combine with, 

rather than replace, psychological ways of knowing the prostitute. Such a way of 

knowing positions prostitution as sex work and the prostitute as sex worker. Whilst 

this shift to economic ways of knowing removes the individual abnormality of the 

act and thus the abnormality of the person, it tends to place her as the dual victim of 

a risky family and an unequal market. 

The Age, 7 May 1980:16; The Age, 8 September 1984:42; The Age, 28 
August 1985: 11; The Age, 13 December 1985:21; The Sydney Morning Herald, 20 
March 1981:3; The Sydney Morning Herald, 16 July 1982:2; The Sydney Morning 
HeraM, 20 November 1982:32; Editorial, The Sydney Morning Herald, 10 
December 1982:6; The Sydney Morning Herald, 25 July 1983:4; The Sydney 
Morning Herald, 1 September 1983:ll; The Sydney Morning Herald, 24 March 
1984:37; The Sydney Morning Herald, 18 April 1986: 17; The Courier Mail, 22 
December 1990:6; The Courier Mail, 9 June 1990:4; The Courier Mail, 4 February 
19915; The Courier Mail, 3 March 1991:23; The Courier Mail, 13 June 1991:3; 
7he Courier Mail, 3 1 October 199 1 : 16. 

In NSW (N. Wran 174(30 March 1983):5607; N. Wran 174(17 March 
1983):4778, 4781; H.P. Landa 174(30 March 1983):5446; F.J. Nile 174(30 March 
1983):545 1) and in Victoria (J. Coxsedge 355(3 December 1980):4113, 41 14; Mr 
Edmunds 355(11 December 19805029) 



This dual way of knowing the prostitute is presented in all policy reports since all 

tend to utilise both economic and psychological explanations for her fall. However, 

this specific combination is most often used to describe the reasons for a young 

person's move into prostitution. The increase in non-adult prostitution is related, in 

all policy reports, to the dual problems of a disturbed family life and 

home1essness/poverty. The Australian Capital Territory Report (1 99 1:54), whilst 

recognising that most young people prostitute themselves "for survival", also 

asserted that "the vast majority of them are coming out of abusive homes". They 

are thus characterised as "desensitised" to exploitative sexual relationships. Based 

on this way of knowing youth prostitution, The Australian Capital Territory Report 

(1 99 1 58)  recommended "that the ACT Government encourage schools to include in 

their curricula educational and social programs that will assist young people in 

dealing with the problems of sexism and sexual identity". 

Similarly, The New South Wales Report (1986: 136) only utilised this double jeopardy 

when discussing "unsupported youth". Investigations carried out for this report 

revealed that over half of the young people contacted had a background of family 

conflict or violence and more than half were jobless. i%e New South Wales Report 

(1 986: 139) recommended that "community based suburban drop-in centres be 

developed to provide space, information and advocacy for young people" and "the 

provision of both government and non-government-youth refuge and related services 

be increased in outer suburbs so that children in crisis can be accommodated 

temporarily in their own area and within reasonable distance of their schools". 

Similar recommendations are to be found in The Victorian Report (1985:23-24)' 

when the social and economic responses to prostitution are discussed. 

It is interesting that understanding the prostitute through the knowledges of 

psychology and economics is most clearly articulated when the young prostitute is 

explained. The vulnerability of children, and their perceived inability to make their 

own choices, makes them the perfect victim. The rise of feminist ways of knowing 

the prostitute, and more particularly, the encouragement of the prostitute's voice of 

experience, has issued a challenge to this double victimisation where the adult 

prostitute is concerned. 



A result of this challenge to the double victimisation of adult prostitutes is the 

acknowledgment that the prostitute is, in some way, an economic victim. Whilst 

this coincides with feminist influenced ways of knowing her, the recognition that 

prostitution is predominantly women's work, and thus explained most clearly in 

gendered terms, perpetuates rather than supplants the victimfagent dichotomy. It 

does, however, displace the authority of psychology to know her. 

Explaining prostitution as predominantly women's work is becoming increasingly 

popular in media reporting of the issue (The Courier Mail, 27 May 1987:4; The 

Courier Mail, 1 October 1991 :3; The Sydney Morning Herald, 1 1 June 1986: 10; The 

Sydney Morning Herald, 29 June 19845; The Sydney Morning Herald, 14 July 

1990:24; The Age, 16 November 1985:22), and can be discovered in parliamentary 

debates in Victoria (J. Coxsedge 355(3 December 1980):4 1 14). 

The notion that prostitution is women's work has also been most influential in the 

framing of policy in Australia since the mid 1980s. For example, in the conclusion 

to The Queensland Report, it is stated that: 

Findings of research and inquiries tend to indicate that among those who enter 
the prostitution industry many do so because of economic reasons. In the 
labour market, where women's wages are typically less than men's, 
prostitution appears to be an attractive alternative. It gives women with low 
educational and work skills greater remuneration than do unskilled jobs and 
indeed, many skilled and para-professional jobs. Women in the workplace still 
dominate in lower grade clerical and sales occupation. Gender discrimination 
in the workforce becomes stark when one acknowledges that for equal work a 
woman still earns on average 80 cents to a man's dollar (1991:211). 

Similar sentiments are to be found in The Australian Capital Territory Report 

(1991 : 18-20), The Victorian Report (1985: 83-86, 447-448) and New South 

Wales Report (1986: 130-136). 

Interestingly, policy recommendations that come from this way of knowing the 

prostitute generally rely upon a more accessible welfare system rather than improved 

wages, better career structures and non-traditional work opportunities for women. 

The New South Wales Report (1 986: 134- 153) focused on welfare issues, specifically 

the relationship between prostitution and pensioner poverty. It thus recommended a 



range of welfare changes including "the funding of a Women's Housing programme" 

(1 986: 147) ,. "the establishment of a committee to regularly review, co-ordinate and 

evaluate the funding and effectiveness of welfare services" (1986: 148), "that an 

experimental 'women's service centre' be set up in the inner city to provide access, 

support and drop-in facilities for adult women" (1986:151), and that "a 

health/welfare/legal centre to be established in Kings Cross to assist adult women in 

such matters ... [as well as offering] assistance on housing, education and 

employment matters to encourage and enable prostitutes to support themselves 

without continued reliance on prostitution" (1986: 152). 

Similarly, The Victorian Report (1985:23) recommended: 

that the Victorian Government should urge the Commonwealth Government to 
increase social security pensions and benefits to at least the poverty line. The 
State Government should support increases in children's and guardians' 
allowances paid to single parents and the six monthly indexing of such 
allowances in accordance with changes in the Consumer Price Index. 

The Victorian Report (1985:26), like The New South Wales Report, recommended 

"that the Victorian Government should fund the establishment of a .Community 

Volunteer Support Scheme for the assistance of people working in prostitution who 

wish to leave prostitution and require support in changing their lifestyle". However, 

The Victorian Report (1985:24), unlike The New South Wales Report did suggest that 

"the Victorian Government adopt the Kirby Committee's proposals that at least 50% 

of all labour market programme places be reserved for women". 

Neither The Australian Capital Territory Report, nor The Queensland Report made 

any recommendations with regard to challenging the economic causes of prostitution. 

What the recommendations of The New South Wales Report and the majority of 

recommendations from The Victorian Report demonstrate is the perception of the 

prostitute as the victim of an unequal and exploitative economic environment. They 

accept that she is exploited in her wage relations but immediately ignore this to 

suggest that only desperate poverty will drive women into prostitution. As such, 

most effort is put into re-organising welfare assistance, which perpetuates the notion 

of women as in need of support - in this case, from the state. They work with 



changing the welfare system and deny her agency in choosing prostitution. Whilst a 

feminist influence is evident here, with an emphasis on structural as opposed to 

individual reasons for her choice, the notion of the prostitute as only a victim of her 

economic circumstances tends to get positioned as part of the conservative right and 

interpreted as anti-prostitution. As such, it is solidly challenged by prostitutes, some 

feminists and libertarians who assert that prostitution is no more exploitative than 

any other form of work. 

5.2.c) As an Agent in the Workforce. 

As demonstrated in Chapter One, two explanations vie for theoretical dominance 

within the economic model; those which assert that prostitution is a specific form of 

women's work and those which maintain prostitution to be work like any other. In 

each of these cases, whilst the notion of prostitution as work is not challenged, her 

status as victim or agent is at issue. Understanding prostitution as work like any 

other, and the prostitute as no more a victim than any other worker is a position to 

be found within the print media (The Age, 18 September 1980: 18; The Sydney 

Morning Herald, 28 June 1984:14; Pze Sydney Morning Herald, 25 February 

1983:3; The Sydney Morning Herald, 18 August 1983:lO; The Sydney Morning 

Herald, 2 May 1984: 11; The Sydney Morning Herald, 6 February 1985:2; The 

Sydney Morning Herald, 7 October 1985 :4; The Sydney Morning Herald, 20 October 

1987:3; The Courier Mail, 29 July 19915; R e  Sunday Mail, 23 June 1991: 12). 

It is also the preferred position of prostitute collectives in Australia (Overs 1989; 

Anderson 1992; Hunter 1992), and one that is gaining the popularity of policy 

makers (Moore 1992; Hastings 1992). It can also be found in submissions to policy 

bodies on the topic from the general community: "prostitution is just a person selling 

their skills as with any other job" (Queensland Report 1991:99). And, as was 

demonstrated in Chapter Two, within the limited political and legal alternatives of 

the prostitution debate, feminists are increasingly placing their weight behind this 

position. 



The influence of this way of knowing may also be found in policy recommendations 

for decrirninalisation with (some form of) regulation - the position favoured by all 

policy reports in Australia in the last ten years. Certainly, a number of submissions 

received by The Victorian Report (1985: 182) asserted the necessity of some form of 

regulation to enable prostitutes to receive 

the benefit of conditions enjoyed by other workers, including provision for 
worker's compensation and sick leave . . . It is said that if prostitution were to 
be placed on the same footing as other commercial activities it would be 
possible to ensure better working conditions for prostitutes and to prevent their 
exploitation. 

Nevertheless, decriminalisation with regulation is also the position favoured by 

police in The Victorian Report (1985: 18 1). Similarly, The Queensland Report, 

(1 99 1 : 2 13) whilst advocating decriminalisation with regulation, and listing "the 

prevention of exploitation of sex workers" as a policy objective, also included "the 

prevention of involvement of minors", the prevention of police corruption", the 

minimisation of public nuisance" and "the protection of prostitutes and clients from 

health risks" as "the policy goals for which a system of regulation should aim". 

Moreover, it is not clear that the emphasis on decriminalisation in all policy reports 

demonstrates a desire to position prostitution as an activity similar to other work 

activities. It may have as much to do with a desire to remove what is perceived as 

an unnecessary interference in a private sexual activity, and thus to position 

prostitution on a continuum with all other sexual a~tivit ies.~ Such a way of 

knowing the prostitute is supported by politicians who recommend that governments 

should not interfere with the freely made arrangements of their citizens (W, 

Landeryou 355(3 December 1980):4093; Mr. Cain 355(11 December 1980):5011). 

Leaders in the legal profession also advocate that "it is not the function of the law to 

intrude into the private lives of citizens or to enforce particular patterns of 

behaviour, other than to carry the legitimate functions of the criminal law" (cited in 

That this may indicate the usage of a further dualism - the publiclprivate split - 
as a way of organising access to our knowledge of prostitution will be discussed in 
detail in the next section of this chapter. 



The Canadian Report 1985:482; see also The Australian Capital Territory Report 

1991 : 45; and The Victorian Report 1985:23 1-235). 

Finally, whilst understanding the prostitute as a more advantaged worker is to be 

found in some theoretical ways of knowing (as demonstrated in Chapter One), and in 

arguments offered by some prostitutes (as demonstrated in Chapter Two) such a way 

of knowing does not appear in policy reports or recommendations and fails to gain 

the attention of the media or parliamentarians. 

It is thus clear that, despite different discourses circulating around the prostitute, our 

ways of knowing her are organised through the victimjagent dichotomy. Moreover, 

journalists, parliamentarians and policy makers are more likely to perpetuate her 

status as victim, and, as Chapter Two demonstrated, this is in direct contrast to the 

position favoured by the majority of feminists. This chapter will argue that neither 

alternative adequately conceptualises the complexity of the prostitute's positioning in 

and through the modern state. It will thus be suggested that the problem of 

prostitution for feminists is first and foremost a conceptual problem, related to the 

prostitute's combined status as both the object and subject of the ,prostitution 

contract. 

5.3. Knowing the Client. 

In general, policy documents, parliamentary debates and the print media are 

motivated by a similar understanding of the client as was introduced in the 

theoretical analyses in Chapter Three. Buying sex is rarely problematised and its 

existence is justified through an unchallenged notion of the male sex urge. 

Confusion does appear, however, when the clients are actually discussed. Are the 

majority of clients those that cannot get sex in other ways, or do some men simply 

choose to visit prostitutes? Currently, there is no agreement between theory, policy, 

the print media or parliamentarians as to who in fact are the clients of prostitutes, 

and why these men buy sex. As a rule, social theory proclaims the normality of the 

client and his need and desire for access to prostitutes, whilst policy alternates 



between asserting his profile as 'Mr. Average7 and stressing his 'not normal' 

situation. Parliamentarians proclaim both his abnormality ('not like us') and his 'not 

normal' situation, whilst the print media consistently portray him as a normal man in 

a 'not normal' situation. This demonstrates the influence of the sexlgender 

distinction in the direction of current ways of knowing the client. Specifically, in 

these analyses the sex urge is understood to be the natural basis for a socially 

modified form of sexual behaviour. Buying sex, whilst the result of a natural urge, 

is also the modification of that urge in socially sanctioned ways. This is similar to 

the ways in which many feminist (informed) analyses deal with the relationship 

between sex and society. The sex urge is natural but modified by society such that 

it is utilised in socially sanctioned ways. Recognising the sexlgender distinction as 

the organising principle in these formulations, is essential to any analysis of this 

seemingly contradictory stance on the clients of prostitution in popular discourse, 

legislation, theory and p01icy.~ 

5.3.a) Needing to Buy Sex. 

Justifying the demand for prostitution as based on a sexual need predominates in the 

media and in parliamentary debates, and continues in all policy reports. To 

comprehend buying sex as a necessary alternative requires the conviction that the 

majority of prostitutes' clients cannot access sex in any other (socially acceptable) 

manner. This is the most common position in the media and parliamentary debates, 

although the client continues to gain little attention in popular discourse, thus 

perpetuating the belief that the main player in prostitution is the prostitute. Such 

ways of knowing the client are also included in policy documents. For example, in 

As was demonstrated throughout Chapter Three, sexology is able to 
incorporate these seemingly contradictory ways of knowing the client by positing the 
central issue as man's natural promiscuity (an issue of sex rather than gender). 
Sexology can thus justify the need for sexual release and the desire for sexual 
alternatives, both of which prostitution can supply, by positing the issue as 
ultimately about a natural and healthy desire for sex. Nevertheless, as was 
demonstrated in chapters three and four, sexology makes use of the sex/gender 
distinction directly by positing the practise of buying sex as a social modification to 
the rapaciousness of the natural sex urge. 



The Victorian Report (1985:97), prostitutes were asked why men bought sex. One 

prostitute stated: 

Men are not like us. They love their wives and children, but they just want 
that bit extra. You couldn't trust your own husband of fifty years not to be off 
around the corner. But they come to us and then they go home again and 
everyone's happy. 

Clients interviewed for The New South Wales Report revealed a very different profile 

of themselves, but, nevertheless perpetuated a similar understanding of their natural 

sex urge as the underlying motive. As was related in The New South Wales Report: 

The Committee's client questionnaire asked customers why they visited 
prostitutes. Several single, divorced and separated men simply pointed out that 
they had no partner and felt that no further explanation was needed. The 
following comments from a single man represents this type of response: 'From 
time to time the urge arises to go and have sex with a prostitute and then I 
fulfil that urge' (1986: 83). 

The print media proclaim man's natural promiscuity at every opportunity (The 

Sydney Morning Herald 17 August 1985:3; 24 March 1984:38-39; 28 April 1983: 1; 

m e  Courier Mail 3 October 1991 : 1 ; 29 October 1991 : 1 ; 3 January 1991 :4; 1 1 

October 1991: 12; The Australian 3 October 1991:3). Moreover, there is an 

underlying threat that if such a sexual alternative was taken away, innocent women 

and children will be at risk (from some men at least). For example, an article in 

The Sydney Morning Herald (17 August 1985:19) reported on a brothel in a country 

town north-west of Sydney. Townsfolk were interviewed on their feelings about this 

new brothel. The overall tenor appeared to be "if it stops women being raped on the 

streets I suppose it does something". 

The print media also allow prostitutes to perpetuate such an understanding of male 

sexual needs. On 3 October 1991, The Courier Mail ran a front page spread on the 

prostitution report and its findings (released the previous day). Taking up over half 

the page was a photograph of "working girl" Emma Newman, and an article entitled 

"Pride Among the Sleaze". Whilst this article was clearly about the seller, Emma 

Newman perpetuated many assumptions about the demand which the journalist, Paul 

Whittaker, meticulously recorded. "I provide a worthwhile service, she stated 



"whicl~ is in great demand. We are fulfilling the needs of sexually deprived men. If 

legalised prostitution prevented one rape it would be worthwhile". 

Similarly, a feature article in The Courier Mail (29 October 1991: 12) maintained: 

In all male age groups there was a heavy component of physically or 
intellectually disadvantaged, ranging from the acutely shy to those who had 
lost limbs or from birth had been deformed. And within them all was a need 
that normal female society had for entirely understandable reasons, failed to 
meet. "So where do they go but us?" said Madge. "The alternatives are not all 
that hot, for the men themselves or for other women in the community". "I'm 
actually having the downstairs part of the house altered so we can get 
wheelchairs in easily". Wheelchairs doing a midnight flit from a mini-brothel 
if the police should become too curious? Realistically, who else is going to 
spin their wheels? 

Such a position is also evident in parliamentary debates. In 1983, whilst debating 

changes in the law on prostitution in the New South Wales Legislative Assembly, the 

Premier, Mr Wran stated: 

Sydney is a great seaport city. Every night on the streets of Sydney, thousands 
of men who have been aboard ships for weeks at a time are unleashed. There 
are others who perhaps because of personality problems have no continuing 
association with members of the opposite sex. They are persons who because 
of language or other difficulties have no relationship with a member of the 
opposite sex. It has always been recognised in great cities such as Sydney that 
prostitution is a safety valve for the protection of women in the community. 
So, if what really is being debated here is eliminating prostitution, the question 
is, what do we substitute for it? (my italics) (17 March 1983:4780). 

On the same subject D. P. Landa of the NSW Legislative Council alluded to "violent 

and other tragic ways" in which some men may compensate for lack of "a warm- 

blooded loving relationship between a man and a woman" (30 March 19835461). 

Mr. Landa is clearly alluding to men's need for sex and the uncontrollability of the 

male sex urge that is not satiated 'normally'. 

Legislation makes the most use of this way of knowing the client, with his 

invisibility in criminal law in all states (except Queensland) perpetuating the 

unproblematic nature of his behaviour. Moreover, his invisibility in the two most 

recent policy reports (The Queensland Report and l7ze Australian Capital Territory 



Repon) demonstrate both the currency of this way of knowing, and the way in which 

problematisations of his behaviour can be ignored. 

5.3.b) Choosing to buy sex. 

To understand the client as a normal bloke in a normal situation requires the 

conceptualisation of buying sex as a sexual alternative as opposed to a sexual need. 

(However, as was demonstrated in Chapters Three and Four, this is not to argue that 

this will disrupt the idea that men have a natural and healthy desire for sex). Whilst 

understanding the client as choosing to buy sex is common in theoretical 

investigations of the topic, it is only within policy reports (as opposed to 

parliamentary debates and the media) that such an alternative is contemplated. 

However, even in recent policy documents, such a way of knowing vies for 

dominance with the notion of prostitution as servicing a sexual need. For example, 

in the conclusion to The Queensland Report (1991:211) it is stated that: 

what this report has been unable to assess is the demand for prostitution which 
is broadbased and apparently inextinguishable. It is the most convenient sexual 
outlet for a large number of ordinary men, as well as for itinerants,' groups of 
tourists and strangers, perverts and physically unattractive persons. 

Clearly, whilst The Queensland Report understood all men as demanding access to 

prostitutes, they did distinguish between certain groups based on the level of need.8 

Similarly, whilst The Australian Capital Territory Report (1 99 1 : 18) considered all 

clients to be 'normal blokes', they also distinguished between the types of client 

demands : 

What they also clearly indicated was the lack of information available on the 
client. In all policy documents in the last ten years, such a lack of information has 
been identified. As The Victorian Report (1985:92,97) admitted, "although we were 
relatively successful in contacting and interviewing prostitutes, few clients were 
willing to come forward". They concluded that "little is known about the 
backgrounds of clients, or their reasons for seeking commercial sexual services". 
Similarly, The Australian Capital Territory Report (1 99 1 : 19) stated that "the 
committee was not able to make any contact with the clients of prostitutes in the 
ACT". Finally, 77ze New South Wales Report (1986:76) had similar problems, 
stating that "although the Committee's wish to contact clients was well published, 
customers remained elusive". 



What kind of men seek out prostitutes? The simple answer is every kind of 
man; the old and the young, working class and middle class, wealthy and not 
so wealthy. For some men, such as the lonely, the ugly, the incapacitated, 
prostitutes are often the only person to have sex with. One thing that does 
seem clear is that very many men going to prostitutes are married. 

In both of these policy reports, it was considered incorrectfinappropriate to simply 

assert buying sex as a sexual alternative. As such, both reports have felt it 

necessary to distinguish between those men who need to buy sex (the lonely, the 

incapacitated, tourists and strangers), and those who choose to buy it (married men, 

ordinary men). In The Victorian Report (1985:92) clients9 asserted that buying sex 

was a matter of "private choice", thus appearing to argue that buying sex can best be 

understood as an alternative rather than a need. Nevertheless, l?ze Victorian Report 

(1985:92) gave as much weight to comments from clients that argued for access to 

prostitutes based on need. For example, a married man whose wife was disabled, 

claimed sexual difficulties as his need for buying sex, and an unmarried man, who 

was himself disabled, argued that "he would be unable to find a sexual partner 

elsewhere". This demonstrates that not all married men buy sex through choice. In 

this way of knowing him, many married men also need to buy sex. Finally, The 

New South Wales Report (1 986: 84) whilst offering policy recommenaations that 

clearly allude to the demand as socially constructed, and thus a choice rather than a 

need, continue to argue "that the emphasis on needs [...I provides a partial 

explanation of the demand for prostitution". Like all policy reports, The New South 

Wales Report found it difficult to assert sexual choice as the only way of knowing 

the client. 

Whilst each of these policy reports recommended the decriminalisation of 

prostitution (with some form of regulation), the fact that clients have never had a 

criminal statuslo, indicates that the client's practice is not at issue in challenges to 

In The Victorian Report, a total of nine clients were contacted. Whilst The 
Victorian Report recognised the unrepresentative nature of such a sample, they also 
argued that such information was valuable in gaining some insight into the ways in 
which clients perceive their activities. 

For a discussion of the clients (lack of) criminal status in all states except 
Queensland see The Australian Capital Territory Report (1991:Chapter 5). For a 
discussion of the recent changes in the status of the client in Queensland see Paul 



the legislation. Why he buys sex is clear. As has been discussed in Chapter Three, 

to understand the client to be acting on choice rather than need does not challenge 

the notion of a natural sex urge. However, this is not to single out sexology for 

attention. As Chapter Four indicated, feminist (informed) analyses also work within 

an understanding of male sexuality as, in some manner, the manifestation of a 

natural sex urge. To recognise the sex urge as socially constituted demands re- 

thinking the buying of sex as the simple result of natural forces. It requires moving 

outside the influence of the sexlgender distinction. Currently, the motivating force 

for the continued provision of prostitutes (through the decriminalisation of 

prostitution) is the perceived necessity of such access for men in 'unnatural' 

situations. As will be argued in the next section, such access is considered an 

essential part of the way in which men socially regulate their bodies. 

Despite the continuities between all reports on the dual explanation of sexual choice 

and sexual need, both The New South Wales Report and me Victorian Report have 

made a concerted effort to come to terms with the social construction of the client 

and his practices. As such, they depart from sexologically informed analyses of the 

client more in terms of degree than emphasis. In these policy reports there is no 

suggestion that the sex urge itself is a social construction. Rather, it is argued that 

the sex urge could be modified in more significant ways than sexology will admit. 

The Victorian Report (1 985:446-447) argued "that sexism, often combined with 

matters of sexuality and sexual identity are factors which contribute to women and 

young people becoming prostitutes and clients seeking their services". They 

positioned the practise of buying sex as part of the socialisation of men in the 

community, arguing that "men have been socialised to view sex as a commodity that 

can be purchased for a twenty dollar bill and that quantity of sexual partners has 

been more highly valued in the male culture than has been the quality of each 

experience". The response of the policy report was to assert a particular need for 

education programmes based on the knowledge that "attitudes toward sexuality and 

sex role identity are formed very early and are strongly reinforced in later life" (The 

Victorian Report 1985:449). The belief that students of all ages should "learn the 

Wilson and Gail Reekie (1993). Only in Queensland has the client gained a criminal 
status. 



importance of mutual respect in human relationships" led to recommendation 87 of 

the report: 

We recommend that the Victorian Government should provide support for 
educational programmes in schools and the wider community which provide 
information on sexuality and sexual preference, emphasise the value of non- 
exploitative relationships and counter sexist and discriminatory attitudes. 

Similarly, The New South Wales Report (1986:75) spent a large portion of its time 

problematising current ways of knowing the client. This is especially important 

given the lack.of any critique of the client in either The Queensland Report or The 

Australian Capital Territory Report - which are also the most recent reports to be 

tabled in Australian parliament. Feminist challenges to the demand were included in 

The New South Wales Report from 'The Women's Advisory Council7. They argued 

that "the belief that men's sexual needs are urgent and uncontrollable [is] a patently 

absurd notion that is fortunately losing currency" (The New South Wales Report 

1986:84). It was also stated that "women's groups attacked the whole idea of innate 

needs. More precisely they attacked the idea that there are innate differences 

between sexually active males and sexually passive females. This notion was seen 

as an unacceptable remnant of nineteenth century morality" (licze New South Wales 

Report 1986: 83)." 

The New South Wales Report (1986:75-76) also reviewed the literature on the client 

and distinguished two central justifications for a sexologically informed theoretical 

position - the emphasis on male sexual needs and men's need for sexual alternatives. 

Nevertheless, and despite their extensive literature review, they perpetuated rather 

than challenged the sexlgender distinction as the organising principle in their way of 

knowing the client. For example, their discovery of a time line from the 'traditional 

" With regard to the latter point, it is clear that such a belief is not a remnant of 
nineteenth century morality, but a current and defendable understanding of a large 
proportion of not only the scientific community, but also of the academe in general. 
Secondly, and as was demonstrated in Chapter Four, it is not clear that attacking the 
innate differences between men's and women's 'sexuality' challenges sexological 
ways of knowing the client as nevertheless motivated by an innate sexual urge. 
What it does often do, as discussed in Chapter Two, is open space for the libertarian 
assertion that women's sexual needs are equivalent to those of men. 



view' of the sex instinct to a 'revisionist approach' of sexual variety as the 

justification for bought sex (the latter generated in sequence with the 'sexual 

revolution'), is the discovery of a time line and functional arrangement between the 

sexual revolution and the role of prostitution where none exists: 

From the mid-1970s' researchers began to document changes in the nature of 
the demand for prostitution. It was noted that prostitution continued to thrive 
despite - rather than because of - 'sex freedom'. New clients were coming 
forward with new demands. A series of United States studies demonstrated 
that married men were prominent in the client population of the 1970s, 
whereas the Kinsey report had claimed that single men were in the majority in 
the late 1940s. These studies claimed that the typical client was not lonely, 
handicapped or transient; he was Mr. Average [Simpson and Schill 1977 and 
Armstrong 1978 are the only two studies cited to support this contention] ... 
This second or revisionist approach to the question of the demand suggests that 
many clients are not acting on a simple biological imperative. Some are 
motivated by boredom or curiosity . . . The sexual revolution of the 1960s and 
1970s ... stimulated the demand for a variety of sexual partners and practices. 
Often this demand could only be met within prostitution (The New South Wales 
Report 1986:75). 

To represent a functional relationship between 'the sexual revolution' and the change 

in demand, though convenient, is incorrect. As Perkins (1991:323-348) has 

demonstrated, customer demands have constantly changed since World War Two. It 

is difficult and perhaps impossible to trace this directly to the sexual revolution. It 

is also evident that all men, married and single, were demanding a variety of sexual 

partners before the 'sexual revolution'. Clearly The New South Wales Report (1986) 

has been informed by Kinsey's (1948) 'discovery' of the relationship between the 

increase in non-prostitutional outlets for sexual intercourse and the subsequent 

decrease in the frequency (though not the initial number) of men's prostitutional 

visits. This way of knowing enabled The New South Wales Report to posit a change 

in the usage of prostitutes (from sexual release to sexual variety) as sexual freedom 

allowed more women to satisfy men sexually outside of prostitution. Clearly, this 

way of understanding the demand is no break at all from the relationship between 

prostitution and the notion of the male sex urge. In these modern times, non- 

prostitute women are simply doing more of the 'essential servicing'. 

And, as McCleod (1982:68-69) has informed us, "as well as requests for specific 

activities, prostitutes indicated that between half and three quarters [of clients] still 



wanted straightforward sexual intercourse, whatever else they wanted". This 

demonstrates that sexual release is still considered an important part of the 

prostitute-client contract and this is despite the increase in 'essential servicing' 

carried out by non-prostitute women. Perhaps it would have been more correct for 

The New South Wales Report to assert that whilst the sexual practice of buying sex 

has not changed, it has been reinterpreted since the 'sexual revolution' from that of 

sexual release to sexual variety. Such a way of knowing, though not based on any 

real changes in the sexual practice of buying sex - they may not be using them as 

frequently as their fathers, but the same number of men have made use of this male 

sexual practice - would correspond with the changing attitude to sexual reform and 

enlightenment brought to a head with the 'sexual revolution' of the 1960s and 1970s. 

Whilst this agenda has clearly been part of the sexological framework since its 

inception, it may only have gained predominance when it converged with libertarian 

ideals also predominant at this time. 

Conclusions from this research included I1reject[ing] the view that the demand for 

prostitution is constant or inevitable" and "that constructive measures are possible to 

contain the demand for prostitution" (The New South Wales Report lV986:87). To 

this end The New South Wales Report (1986: 87), following discussions with 

educators and experts in Sweden, emp hasised " broad-based discussion about what is 

involved in becoming a client". Specifically, a stress was placed on community 

education, with intervention in sex education in schools considered necessary "to 

intervene at a time when young boys are acquiring their notions of sexuality and 

masculinity". In both cases the education was to be "part of a much wider debate 

about sexual inequality and sex roles". Whilst it was acknowledged in T%e New 

South Wales Report (1986:88) that "the education approach has never been attempted 

in New South Wales", the report subsequently recommended that : 

an interdepartmental committee with representatives from the Department of 
Health, the Department of Education, the Department of Youth and 
Community Services and the Women's Co-ordination Unit of the Premier's 
Department should devise and promote materials to increase community 
awareness of the Committee's findings and conclusions on the demand for 
prostitution (1986: 88). 



These recommendations were not included in the subsequent legislation, and, 

interestingly, policy documents since have not alluded to these recommendations 

when discussing the client. Certainly more recent legislation has failed to take up 

these ideas. 

Such research and recommendations are clearly influenced by feminist notions of the 

social construction of both sexuality and masculinity and the relationship between 

sex roles, and thus indicate (at one level) a departure from sexological ways of 

knowing the client. However, whether the notion of the social construction of the 

demand - the central idea in the policy recommendations of The New South Wales 

Report and The Victorian Report - can effectively challenge current ways of 

organising access to knowledge about the demand for prostitution, needs to be 

considered. As was discussed in Chapter Four, understanding the role of education 

to 'contain the demand' may indicate a way of knowing the client that cannot disrupt 

the popular relationship between the sexual and the social. As such, whilst alluding 

to the adaptability of the demand for prostitution in these recommendations, the 

stress on educational policies may not be able to challenge what is perceived as the 

central reason as to why men buy sex - the sex urge. Utilising the sexlgender 

distinction to know the client perpetuates this. Part of the problem is the way in 

which men are taught to relate to women - what the proposals address. However, 

another part of the problem is how men relate to their own bodies and how such 

bodies are positioned in and through the modern state - what the proposals do not 

address. Whilst asking men to exercise control establishes the demand as in some 

way socially determined, it does not challenge a way of knowing the client that 

positions him in a relation of control to his body. It thus perpetuates, rather than 

challenges, both the mindlbody dualism and the sex/gender distinction. 

A focus on the choice to buy sex when other alternatives are clearly available, has 

not been pursued by either the print media or parliamentarians: neither does it 

dominate policy analysis. It thus appears almost entirely absent in popular 

discourse as an alternative way of viewing the buying of sex. This demonstrates the 

predominance of our knowledge of the client as in a 'not normal' situation, and thus 

acting on a natural (read uncontrollable and irrational) sex urge. This way of 

knowing the client is considered a valid reason for continuing to support the 



existence of prostitution. Even if some clients are understood as choosing to buy 

sex, this does not challenge their natural promiscuity. Educational policies aimed at 

controlling the demand ultimately appeal to a sex urge by calling on the mind to 

control the body. They thus position bodily urges as natural and separable from 

culturelsociety, which is represented by the consciousness of the mind. Moreover, 

by positioning the sex urge as irrational and uncontrollable, they perpetuate a 

relationship between embodiment and irrationality that is to be found within the 

confines of the sexlgender distinction. 

5 . 3 4  Buying Sex as Deviant. 

The notion of the client as deviant has a limited space in which to negotiate, given 

the primacy of the natural sex urge as the defining characteristic of the practice of 

buying sex. Nevertheless, this is not to argue that such a way of knowing does not 

have its place. In a parliamentary debate on prostitution in 1985, Mr Hann, deputy 

leader of the National Party in Victoria claimed: 

under ordinary, peacetime, urban conditions, those who habitually resort to 
prostitutes (which in Victoria in 1985 was estimated between 60 00 and 80 000 
per year), do so not as a matter of custom or habit but rather because of deep- 
seated psychic maladjustment, the same basic type of regression or infantilism 
from which the prostitute herself probably suffers (2 1 November 1985:2504). 

The proclamations of Mr. Hann in Victoria perpetuate the notion that prostitution 

services a need for sexual release, albeit a release that 'not normal' men take part 

in. Whilst the notion of the client as deviant has struggled to gain any credibility in 

theoretical analyses since the 1960s, the most recent parliamentary debate on the 

issue, which occurred in Queensland in 1992, perpetuates just such a way of 

knowing. That this may be related to The Queensland Report's (1991 :211) inclusion 

of 'perverts' in its conclusions on the client is unclear. Certainly The Queensland 

Report is the only policy document to have included such a way of knowing the 

client. 

The client as 'not normal' is also found within parliamentary debates in Queensland. 

Mrs Woodgate (24 November 1992:889), when discussing the alleged effect that 



criminalising the client would have on the tourist trade, asked "Do we really need 

that type of tourist?". Similarly Mr Grice (24 November 1992:906) stated that "the 

people who visit prostitutes are not the people we would choose to have hanging 

around our homes". In each of these outbursts, clients are understood as 'not 

normal' men. Whilst they are thus discussed as needing access to prostitutes for 

sexual release only, it is a need which is problematised as sexually deviant. This is 

contrary to the majority of the literature and all of the recent policy documents on 

the issue, as well as the information gleaned from both prostitutes and clients - all of 

which argue for the normality of men accessing prostitutes for sex. And, whilst it is 

a position that fails to catch the attention of the media, it has found a home in 

Queensland legislation. However, this new status of the client as criminal is not 

only related to the notion of him as 'not normal' but to a belief in the exploitative 

nature of prostitution for women, and a desire to eliminate it as a career alternative 

(The Courier Mail, 2 1 November, 1992:29-3 1). 

These differences aside, the guiding principle that men are naturally promiscuous 

and that prostitution is a convenient sexual alternative is not solidly challenged either 

in theory, policy, the print media or parliamentary debates. The implidation of this 

way of knowing the client is not only his invisibility in policy recommendations and 

legislation (except in Queensland where, whilst he now has criminal status, his 

actual rate of arrest continues to be very low), but the perpetuation of the sex/gender 

distinction as the organising principle in accessing ways of knowing him. It will be 

argued in the next section that his invisibility in legislation, and the lack of 

problematisation of his practise of buying sex in policy and popular discourse, is 

related to the perpetuation of this dualism in the organisation of modern liberal 

democracies. 

Connecting the Dualisms: The Organisation of Modern Liberal 

Democracies. 

The central premise of modern liberal democracies is the division between the public 

and the private. The emotional, familial world of the private sphere supports, and 



yet is antithetical to, the rational, contractual world of the public sphere. 

Uncovering the sexual basis of this division has enabled feminists to theorise both 

the interrelationship between the two spheres, and their sexual specificity. The 

world of the private sphere has been identified as associated with women, whilst the 

realm of the public sphere is acknowledged as organised with men in mind. The 

result has been the positioning of women as more appropriately associated with the 

familial and the emotional, and men with the rational and the contractual. Feminine 

attributes, roles, practices and capacities are not only 'naturally' associated with 

women, but are considered as being most effectual within the private sphere. 

Similarly, masculine attributes, roles, practices and capacities are not only naturally 

associated with men, but are considered as being most effectual within the public 

sphere. 

The association between men and the public sphere and women and the private 

sphere also gains and gives meaning to the way in which men and women are 

differently positioned in and through the modern state. For example, women's 

association with the private sphere both perpetuates and is perpetuated by her 

embodiment. Similarly, men's association with the public sphere boch perpetuates 

and is perpetuated by his disembodiment. The rest of this chapter will argue that 

these seemingly private experiences of the body are utilised in the debate over 

prostitution to justify the demand and explain the supply. However, before the 

specific example of prostitution can be discussed, it is necessary to outline the ways 

in which possessing a male or female body particularises a status in the public and 

private spheres, and organises a relationship to the acquisition of selfhood. 

5.4. Positioning the Natural and Constructing the Subject. 

The idea that the public sphere is capable of being understood on its own, as if it 

existed independently of privatelsexual relations and domestic life, is intimately 

related to the belief that women and men have differing capacities and attributes that 

naturally suit certain roles and practices. This is based on the assumption, central to 

philosophy and political contract theory, that the body has a priori needs, desires and 



functions which determine not only 'natura17/private institutions like the family, but 

also the form that culture and politics will take." It also has a direct bearing on 

the ways in which men and women gain access to the fundamental characteristics of 

modern liberal democracies: liberty, equality and fraternity. 

According to Gatens (1988), the current organisation of modern liberal democracies 

is supported by a conjectural history of its 'twin birth7 in the seventeenth century. 

The birth of the human subject, subject to, and the subject of, governance - "of an 

internal relation of domination, where mind or reason should dominate the body and 

passion" (Gatens 1988:61) - occurred simultaneously with the birth of the modern 

body politic - "a product of reason, designed to govern, manage and administer the 

needs and desires of its subjects" (Gatens 1988:61). As Pateman (1989) recognises, 

this new relationship between the modern 'body politic7 and the modern subject 

assumed that natural relations were to be left behind in nature. This is for three 

reasons. Firstly, because natural relations (love, emotional ties) are considered to 

impinge upon a subject's ability to make rational decisions. Secondly, because 

"natural differences between men, such as age or talents, are irrelevant to their 

political equality" (Pateman 1989: 12 1). Thirdly, because the pubiic sphere of 

modern liberal democracies is understood to rest upon the privatehatural sphere. 

One problem with such an ideal for Gatens (1988) is the 'natural' relation for 

women between their embodiment and the private sphere. Theoretically, she can 

never make the transition from the mythical 'state of nature' to the 'body politic7 as 

a woman. "She becomes nature" (Gatens 1988:61). The 'natural' relation of women 

to the private sphere and to the body positions women as rationally incapable of 

entering the public sphere in the same manner as men. This is because in modern 

liberal democracies rationality is perceived of as antithetical to embodiment. As 

Pateman (1988) recognises, at the same time, rationality forms the basis of all 

contracts, and contracts are the basis of all interactions in the public sphere. This 

-- 

l2 One familiar example of this is the way in which the ability to bear children is 
interpreted as the natural function of women to rear children. In the specific context 
of prostitution, the organisation of sexual relations (he as active and sexually 
desiring, she as passive and sexually desirable) becomes an explanation for the 
public selling of sex. 



relationship between embodiment and irrationality is a double edged sword for 

women. Not only do women, as the embodiment of the private sphere, represent 

all that is antithetical to rational government, but they are considered to be situated 

within the private sphere because of their embodiment. It  is argued that women 

have a bodily centred subjectivity. For women, the issue is not simply that an 

unruly body is the result of an irrational mind, but that their embodiment is the 

source of their irrationality. For women, their (unruly) body is the source of their 

subjectivity in the eyes of modern liberal democracies. 

Within the same logic, men's bodies do not lead to irrationality in the same manner 

because men are positioned as disembodied, not embodied. Men regulate their 

bodies, and enter the public sphere as rational, disembodied beings. (And, as will 

be demonstrated in the next section, a central aspect of that regulation is the 

provision of prostitution). Not surprisingly, given the 'twin birth7 of the modern 

subject and the modern body politic, the ability to transcend one's body and the 

private sphere is also a prerequisite for the ability to be a self-determining agent in 

modern liberal democracies. "The agency of this subject is closely connected to its 

ability to separate from itself and dominate nature" (Gatens 199 1 5).  Moreover, 

because of men's ability to transcend the natural and the embodied, the source of 

men's subjectivity is to be found in their minds. The result is that men's 

embodiment does not present the threat to their rationality that embodiment does for 

women. However, following Gatens (1991:6), I would assert that men can only 

approach the ideal of disembodiment "because 'natural' functions . . . have become 

the special province of women and are confined to the private sphere". 

As both Gatens (1991) and Pateman (1988) point out, the conjectural history of the 

twin birth asserts a sphere of universal freedom appropriately populated with 

disembodied individuals, and a private natural sphere governed by embodiment and 

emotion. The public sphere is premised on rationality to overcome the natural 

relations and the embodiment of the private sphere, which are considered to 

compromise political equality. Women are excluded from the public sphere as 

rational beings because they are associated with, and embody, natural relations. 

They come to embody what is to be transcended. 



However, as Pateman (1988) recognises, the ideal of access to universal freedom 

means that women cannot be excluded from the benefits of political participation, so 

it is promoted that women can be taught to control their unruly bodies - something 

that men naturally do. Feminists have tended to place their faith in this idea that 

gender can transcend sex, that the body can be controlled by the mind. This 

perpetuates the belief that the acquisition of a sense of self appropriate to the tasks 

of a modern subject is a process of consciousness that affects (and is relevant to) 

only the mind. As such, it clearly utilises the masculine ideal of the acquisition of a 

sense of self, and is thus supported by the idea that the public sphere is constructed 

of disembodied individuals. It buys into the belief that access to freedom and 

equality necessitates a rational subject premised on a disembodied individual. 

Pateman (1988:229) also recognises that the 'twin birth' of the modern subject and 

the modern body politic ushered in, not only new parameters of status through 

contract, but also a series of dichotomies. These dichotomies are currently 

'discoverable' in the natural attributes of men and women, and there is no doubt that 

'owning' a female body has repercussions for women's (un)suitability to political 

participation. My argument is that women's bodies are perceived as central to 

women's subjectivity in a way in which men's bodies are not. Women's bodies are 

unable to be transcended by women's minds in the same manner as men transcend 

their bodies (by positioning them as property) because women's bodies are the 

source of women's sense of self whereas men's bodies are peripheral to their sense 

of self. Transcendence/disembodiment is positioned as the prerequisite for access to 

the rationality that underpins political equality and universal freedom. 

Disembodiment (as that demanded of and experienced by men) becomes a logical 

impossibility for women (who cannot transcend themselves). But it is also a myth 

for men. 

Men are not disembodied. However, they experience disembodiment because what 

are perceived as men's natural characteristics are the same as those required of the 

modern subject (body as property). Thus, whilst the public sphere is not conceived 

of as about natural relations, it becomes associated with men and what are 

considered their natural attributes. It is also defined against women's natural 



attributes. The conclusion is that women must transcend their natures to gain access 

to the rationality that underpins all contracts, whilst men utilise their natures. This 

does not mean, however, that women are denied access to the public sphere and to 

political participation. Rather, it is to argue that women are accepted only as 

women. They gain access (though not the status commensurate with a rational 

disembodied individual) through their embodiment, their concern with the private 

sphere and their alliance with the natural. 

Such a recognition indicates the intimate connections between the conceptualisation 

of the modern subject and the organisation of modern liberal democracies. The 

significance of men's bodies are seemingly erased because they are positioned as 

irrelevant in the rational sphere of contract and to his sense of himself. Yet, male 

bodies are the central marker of the capacity to be a citizen. Conversely, women's 

bodies are pre-eminent in the rational sphere of contract and to her sense of self. 

To call for women's access to the public sphere to be recognised as embodied is to 

ask for something that is already granted. Similarly, to argue that women are as 

able as men to present as disembodied, rational beings is to fail to recognise her (or 

his) embodiment. The challenge is not to call for the disembodiment of women or 

the embodiment of men, but to reconfigure the relationship between embodiment and 

irrationality. To recognise the experiential reality of his disembodiment in both the 

public and private spheres is to recognise the relationship for men between the mind 

and the body and between rationality and disembodiment. Similarly, to understand 

the embodiment of women in the public and private spheres is to re-think the 

relationship between embodiment and irrationality. Prostitution, as the public selling 

of sex, can illustrate the complexity of these relationships. 

5.5. The Public and Private Aspects of Prostitution. 

Of all the forms of sexual activity between consenting adults which some 
groups in society regard as sinful or morally objectionable, prostitution 
remains the only behaviour which attracts criminal penalties. In our view, 
this can no longer be justified (The Victorian Report 1985:232). 



Because prostitution is presently illegal, sex workers are denied the standard 
work practices which exist in other jobs such as occupational health and safety 
considerations, unionisation and contractual arrangements . . . compulsory health 
checks of sex workers should be pursued to protect the public interest (The 
Queensland Report 199 1 : 100, 102). 

Because prostitution is the public selling of sex, it is seen in two contrasting (yet, as 

I will argue, related and complementary) ways. On the one hand, prostitution is 

understood to utilise the natural attributes of men and women - women as accessible 

and desirable, men as active and in need of, or having a desire for, sex. In this 

case, prostitution is conceptualised as a sexual relation occurring in the private 

sphere, and thus positioned as irrelevant to political/public issues. It is considered to 

occur between consenting adults, and thus not to require governmental intervention. 

However, prostitution, as the public selling of sex, also appeals to the notion that 

prostitution is a public contractual relation between a seller and a consumer. This 

justifies a defence of prostitution based on the irrelevance of natural relations to all 

public business contracts. In this case, prostitutes are workers, contracting out a 

specific service in exchange for money. Clients are consumers who have a right to 

a regulated industry, and a clean, healthy service. 

Clearly, the publiclprivate split, and the tasks it is purported to perform, organise 

these ways of knowing prostitution. In the former, the natural relations of 

prostitution position it as a private and consensual relation that relies upon and 

expresses the natural relations between men and women. In the latter, prostitution is 

simply an example of a contract between individuals in the public sphere: a contract 

no different in basis from the employment contract. 

Both sides of the prostitution debate thus make use of this organisation of modern 

liberal democracies to argue for the appropriateness of governmental intervention 

into public issues and/or the inappropriate nature of governmental intervention into 

private matters. They only disagree with regard to their position on prostitution: is 

it a private or a public matter? These two competing positions make their way into 

policy recommendations. Those who argue that prostitution is a private matter 

support decriminalisation without regulation. Those who argue that prostitution is an 

issue of public concern present criminalisation or decriminalisation with regulation as 



the appropriate legal stance (The Victorian Report 1985: Chapter 5; The Nav South 

Wales Report 1991: Chapter 10; R e  Queensland Report 1991: Chapter 5; The 

Australian Capital Territory Report 1991 : Chapter 7). 

However, whether or not prostitution is seen as a public or a private issue, it is 

understood to be about sex. In both sides of the prostitution debate this is a 

constant. Opposition to prostitution tends to be framed "as an attack on the fidelity 

of relationships within marriage and a threat to the chaste lifestyle of single persons" 

(Reverend Kim cited in The Queensland Report 1991:91). Similarly, those in 

support of its continued existence argue for the legalisation of prostitution to allow 

"the sexual needs of the handicapped, the lonely and the unloved to be met" (cited in 

The Queensland Report 1991:98). Understanding prostitution as about sex is also 

demonstrated by the way in which critiques of prostitution are interpreted as 'anti- 

sex' whilst the support of prostitution is understood as 'pro-sex'. As demonstrated 

in the previous section, the idea that prostitution is about work is also to be 

discovered on both sides of the prostitution debate. Many of those who support the 

continued criminalisation of prostitution (and are generally considered to oppose 

prostitution) "object to the use of the word sex worker @ecause] it givesva veneer of 

respectability to an occupation which is based on promiscuity" (The Australian 

Family Association, the Presbyterian Church of Queensland, the Joint Church Social 

Justice Group and Reverend Father M., cited in The Queensland Report 1991 :81. 

my italics). Similarly, those who support decriminalisation based on the belief that 

prostitution represents a consensual sexual activity nevertheless argue that "adults 

have the right to sell their sexual labour" (cited in The Queensland Report 1991 :99). 

Clearly, the division here is between the prostitute as sex worker and the client as 

sex consumer. Both sides of the prostitution debate (including feminists) seem to 

agree on this point. However, it is not clear that the prostitute as worker is always 

within the public sphere (and thus rational and disembodied) or that the client as 

consumer is always within the private sphere (and thus irrational and embodied). 

Certainly, those who oppose prostitution on moral grounds argue for the deviancy of 

his desire because it is public and commercial as well as adulterous and 

promiscuous. Similarly, those who support prostitution as a private sexual relation 



recognise the economic and commercial nature of the activity. To identify the 

contradictions in the ways in which prostitution is currently known is nevertheless to 

recognise the public/private split as its organising feature. To challenge such a way 

of knowing requires acknowledging both the 'public' and the 'private' aspects of 

prostitution. It means positioning it as a sexual contract and realising both its sexual 

and commercial aspects. However, positioning prostitution in such a manner is 

currently understood as contradictory. In the logic of liberal contract theory, sex 

and rationality are mutually exclusive categories. To assert their complementarity 

requires examining the basis for this way of knowing. 

5.5.a) Prostitution as a Contract. 

The recognition that the current organisation of modern liberal democracies is 

organised around a sexual axis presents a challenge to claims of universal individuals 

populating the public sphere. Rather than being disembodied, the individual has, 

and always had, a male body. "The individual is constructed from a male body so 

that his identity is always masculine" (Pateman 1988:223). Through such a 

recognition, Pateman reconceptualised the very cornerstones of liberal democracy - 

liberty, equality and fraternity - by particularising fraternity as brotherhood. This 

destabilised women's ability to claim either liberty or equality in the public sphere. 

Women's exclusion from fraternity (through their embodiment) makes such a claim 

impossible. To be accepted in the public sphere with the status of a modern subject 

requires his capacities and characteristics. 

Thus, arguing, as political contract theorists do, that embodiment is not relevant to 

contracts made in the public sphere, does represent, on the one hand, a logical 

impossibility. As Pateman (1988:23 1) explains "the party who demands the service 

must have the right to command that a body is put to use". Nevertheless, 

disembodiment does describe the reality of the (experiential) situation for men. In 

modern liberal democracies, the body of the modern subject is often put to use in the 

servicing of contracts in the public sphere. However, this does not necessitate a 

recognition of embodiment, a recognition of the body as other than property to be 

contracted out for material gain. The capacity of men for disembodiment ensures 



this, whilst their status as a rational individual requires it. Their body remains 

peripheral to their sense of self. 

Thus, the body as property is not only an aspect of the modern subject but integral 

to the way in which men develop a relationship to their own bodies. "The 

enactment of masculinity involves representing the body as deployable at will, and 

the self as self-possessed" (Waldby, Kippax and Crawford 1992: 9). In contrast, 

women's embodiment denies them a sufficiently external relationship to their bodies. 

Their positioning in and through modern liberal democracies presents them with 

access to a sense of self that equates women's bodies with women's selves. It also 

presents men with the same way of knowing women. Unable to be recognised as 

other than embodied, women are positioned as potential property rather than owners 

of property. The existence of prostitution is thus related to the way in which women 

are perceived as consumer items, as purchasable property in the public sphere. 

The consequence of men and women's differing relation to each other, to their sense 

of self, and through the very organisation of modern liberal democracies, is that in 

the prostitution contract the prostitute is embodied and the client disembodied. Since 

women gain access to the public sphere as women, they are recognised as embodied, 

as women, in all contracts. Men are conceptualised as disembodied, as men, in all 

contracts. Prostitution does not disrupt this way of knowing. Thus, when Pateman 

(1988:207) draws attention to the impossibility of disavowing the bodily (that is 

sexually specific) aspect of the prostitution contract, recognising that "when a man 

enters into the prostitution contract he is not interested in sexually indifferent, 

disembodied services [but rather] he contracts to buy sexual use of a woman for a 

given period", she is also recognising the way in which prostitution perpetuates the 

embodiment of women. The prostitute has never been understood as disembodied in 

the eyes of modern liberal democracies - her status before the law demonstrates a 

failure to gain the support of this political and ethical entity in acquiring the rights 

commensurate with a public contract. However, this chapter argues that perceiving 

his sexual specificity in the prostitution contract does not represent his embodiment, 



only his presence in the contract. His sexual specificity is recognised in the public 

sphere through his capacity for disembodiment.13 

Clearly, the sex of the party is relevant to the status of the prostitute or the client. 

This is because the recognition of one's sex is the recognition (or not) of a capacity 

for disembodiment and an ability to gain the rationality necessary to make contracts 

in the public sphere. However, the sex of the party is also an ability to enter the 

prostitution contract as a consumer. Prostitution is the state's provision for the 

regulation of the body as property. Men buy sex because, in the eyes of modern 

liberal democracies, as well as in their own perception of themselves and that of the 

community,14 their disembodiment and rationality - their sense of themselves as 

men - depend on it. 

The regulation of the body by the mind is nevertheless the recognition that without 

constant relief, some minds may temporarily lose control of their bodies. This 

potential loss of control is problematic because it disrupts his access to rationality. 

It does not upset his status as disembodied because his body is still conceptualised as 

his property. His mind, however, has lost its control of its body, and it. is this, and 

not his embodiment, that threatens his rationality. The client accesses irrationality in 

the same manner he accesses rationality - through disembodiment. His loss of 

control of his body is his loss of rationality, and it is this relationship that produces 

the condemnation of public men caught in the public sphere with their pants down. 

It is the loss of control by the mind and not the uncontrollability of the body that is 

the source of men's irrationality. This is in complete opposition to women's source 

of irrationality which centres on the unruly nature of their bodies. Their source of 

irrationality is their embodiment. 

l3 It is not clear that when a man buys the services of a male prostitute, the same 
embodied service is being acquired. To 'own' a male body and be a prostitute must 
offer a different relationship to both the client, to one's sense of self and to the 
modern body politic (see my discussion in the Introduction, pp4-5 and footnote 1 in 
this chapter). 

l4 I am basing this statement on information received from The Queensland 
Report (1991:68) where it was reported that over two-thirds of those surveyed 
considered that there was nothing wrong with a person paying for sex. 



Prostitution is thus accepted by the majority of the community as an important 

management device for men. Women do not have access to this 'right' because of 

their embodiment. Buying sex cannot affirm her sense of self in the way that it 

affirms his sense of self. Buying sex is not the underpinning of her successful 

disembodiment. Instead, prostitution, as the sexual availability of women in the 

public sphere, affirms her embodiment. Whilst women are always embodied and 

always sexual in the public sphere, sex is only a certainty within the prostitution 

contract.15 The crucial distinction between the prostitution contract and other 

contracts to which women are a party thus rests on the guarantee of access to sex. 

5.5.b) Prostitution as Sex. 

Current conceptions of sex place it firmly within the private sphere as a natural and 

personal activity. As such, sexual relations are conceptualised as non-political and 

thus irrelevant to the political and ethical concerns of modern liberal democracies. 

Sex is natural. Moreover, sex affirms the natural relations between men and women 

- her passivity, his activity, his initiation, her consent - and it affirms them in 

privacy, where natural relations are relevant. Men and women are thds placed in a 

different relation to sex because of what are perceived to be their different a priori 

needs, desires, capacities and practices. That the 'natural ordering' of sex is 

declared to be based on the socially mediated natural attributes of women and men - 

the consent of women and the action of men - is part of the explanation for the 

continued existence of prostitution. 

Prostitution, however, represents a particularly difficult issue because it is 

commercial (contractual and public) sex. In contracts other than prostitution, it is 

argued that 'labour' rather than 'sex' is the nature of the exchange - the existence of 

l5 In employment contracts to which women are a party, the employer-employee 
contract is not specifically about the sale of sexual relations. As such, the 
employer's access to sexual servicing is not guaranteed, (although it is difficult to 
state that it will not be interpreted as available). Similarly, recent developments 
regarding the marriage contract that recognise rape in marriage enable this contract 
to also move beyond sexual relations that guarantee the husband's access to sexual 
servicing. However, as with the employment contract, this is not to assert that such 
access will not be sought. 



sexual harassment legislation makes the unsuitability of sex in the public sphere 

explicit. Within this logic, it is no coincidence that when prostitution is legalised, 

street soliciting is not included whilst prostitution 'behind closed doors' is supported 

by the majority of the community.16 This reveals the perception of a natural, and 

thus appropriate relation between sex and the private sphere, and an inappropriate 

relation between sex and the public sphere. 

The failure to include soliciting in any legal package may also point toward the 

relationship between sexual relations and the passivity of women. Soliciting requires 

the activity of the prostitute to gain custom - in a sense it is the client that consents 

to her contract. In contrast, the brothel prostitute's or call girl's clientele must take 

the initiative, offer the contract and solicit consent. This is not to argue that street 

prostitution does not occur within the confines of the organisation of modern liberal 

democracies. Moreover, of all prostitutes, street prostitutes report the highest rates 

of violence perpetrated against them. If their activity and thus their challenge to the 

'natural sexual passivity' of women is part of their persistent illegality, they gain 

little power from it. Moreover, the continued illegality of street prostitution must 

direct consideration to the inseparable relations between sex, the nafural and the 

private, and between women, passivity and consent. 

As the public selling of sex, the prostitute is positioned between two interpretations 

of consent. As a commercial activity, the prostitution contract occurs in the public 

sphere. Here, a prostitute's consent must be seen to be relevant since the ability to 

consent is central to the freedom of contract. At the same time, her status in the 

organisation of modern liberal democracies as body/nature/sex, like the status of all 

women, positions her as more appropriately associated with the private sphere - this 

makes her consent irrelevant. Her embodiment in the public sphere means she 

brings the irrationality of the private sphere to the public sphere. Moreover, as a 

sexual relation, the fact that "consent corresponds to the feminine tendency toward 

sexual acquiescence, towards passivity " (Waldby , Kippax and Crawford 1992: 4), 

l6 This information was gained by a Criminal Justice Commission survey of 
1800 people in Queensland and Victoria, and presented in The Queensland Report 
(199158). Over two-thirds of respondents stated that brothel prostitution should be 
legalised. 



rneans that the prostitute is perceived as 'naturally' consenting to sex. In both the 

public and private spheres, her embodiment positions her in a complex relation to 

consent. Her capacity for consent remains ambiguous. At the same time, her 

consent is obligatory in both the public (commercial) activity and the private (sexual) 

relation. 

The requirement of the consent of the prostitute in the public and private spheres, 

rather than disrupting the natural relations between the sexes, actually supports these 

relations: 

the conventional use of consent helps to reinforce the beliefs about the 'natural' 
characters of the sexes ... in the relationship between the sexes ... the 
'naturally' superior, active and sexually aggressive male makes an initiative, or 
offers a contract, to which a 'naturally' subordinate, passive woman 
'consents'(Pateman 1989: 84). 

The 'natural' sexual relation within the prostitution contract places the consent of the 

prostitute as both obligatory and irrelevant. It is obligatory in the public rational 

contract and the natural sexual relation - lack of consent is, after all, the basis for 

rape. It is irrelevant in the private sexual relation - she naturally consents, and in 

the public, rational contract - her embodiment represents the sexual, the private and 

thus the irrelevance of her consent. It is partly because of this ambiguity that, in 

prostitution, rape is difficult to prove. In fact, rape is considered unable to occur in 

prostitution because her consent is presupposed. The consent required for sex in 

prostitution is presupposed by the consent of the prostitute through contract. 

Similarly, the consent required for the commercial activity is presupposed by the 

natural consent of the prostitute to sex. 

Current perceptions of consent not only shape the nature of sexual relations, but also 

impinge upon the construction of the sexed self for women. As such, consent has 

become an aspect of the feminine and her creation of self. To assert that the sexual 

relation that occurs in prostitution is nothing more than an issue of private 

negotiation, fails to recognise the differing ways in which the prostitute and the 

client are placed with regard to their acquisition of their sense of self. The client's 

consent is never an issue. In prostitution as a sexual relation, the natural ordering of 



sex places him as the one to solicit consent - he is the active partner who supplies 

the demand for the service. As a commercial activity, prostitution is just another 

contract into which his disembodiment and rationality position him as the modern 

subject - with the status and protection of the parameters of contract. 

Unlike the existence of rape and sexual harassment, which exemplify unacceptable 

examples of 'male sex right'I7, prostitution continues as a generally acceptable part 

of the landscape of modern liberal democra~ies.'~ His disembodiment, her 

embodiment, her supply, his demand, position prostitution as within the natural 

ordering of sex. Because of this, and because the parameters of prostitution 

explicitly embody the contradiction of contract (her status in the public sphere) and 

consent (her position in the private sphere), prostitution can make visible the current 

organisation of modern liberal democracies. This is because prostitution discloses 

the impossibility, for prostitutes and clients, of disavowing the sexual nature of their 

contract. As such, it is able to communicate the relationship between men's and 

women's 'natural' characteristics - the basis for the organisation of modern liberal 

democracies. Currently, this organisation is predicated on the embodiment of 

women, which both gains its meaning from, and affirms, men's disembodiment. 

5.5.c) The Experience of Prostitution: sex and work. 

The prostitute and the client bring to the prostitution contract certain expectations 

about the mechanics of the contract and the tasks to be performed. They bring with 

them their relations to their bodies and to the bodies of the other: each constrained 

by their historical configuration in and through modern liberal democracies. 

However, they also bring with them the possibility of disrupting the script of 

l7 This is from Pateman (1988:2). However, she is following Rich (1980:645) 

'" am basing this argument on information received from The Queensland 
Report (1991:58), where it was reported that over two-thirds of those surveyed 
considered that brothel prostitution should be legalised. It can be concluded that 
brothel prostitution at least is generally acceptable (despite legislation in Queensland 
that criminalises it) and that similar statistics on the acceptability of rape and/or 
sexual harassment, would be difficult to acquire. 



prostitution, given that it is a creation and (re)creation of possibilities that they 

embody 

When prostitutes have sex with a client they often state that they "switch off".19 

Such distancing strategies have been identified by Millett (1973), McLeod (1982), 

Perkins and Bennett (1 986), Perkins (1991), and Hatty (1992).1° Frequently in this 

feminist literature, there is the assertion from a prostitute that: 

the things you can be thinking of when you're having sex with a client are so 
ridiculous like I'm thinking how many calories I've had that day or 
something totally the opposite. I'm definitely not thinking about sex. The 
nearest you come to thinking about sex is the money. You're usually thinking, 
'It's twenty pounds, oh good!' It sounds a bit mercenary but you're usually 
thinking 'This will meet that bill.' That's usually the closest you'll come to 
thinking about the act (McLeod 1982:39). 

It is claimed by Pateman (1988:207) that such distancing strategies are integral to the 

prostitute retaining her sense of self since "womanhood is confirmed in sexual 

activity, and when a prostitute contracts out use of her body she is thus selling 

herself in a very real sense". However, it is clear that the prostitute, as a woman, is 

motivated to 'switch off' from the sexual use of her body for different' reasons than 

men assert their capacity for disembodiment. For the prostitute to present her body 

as property and as peripheral to her sense of self is to issue a challenge to her status 

as embodied. Certainly this ability by prostitutes to 'switch off' occurs despite the 

assertion in political theory and philosophy that women are incapable of such a 

relation to their bodies. However, for the prostitute, it is the close relation between 

her sense of self, her embodiment and sex, which compels her to disassociate from 

her body during sex in the prostitution contract. Rather than offering the client her 

embodied self, she attempts to offer only the 'raw meat' of her body and thus sexual 

See footnote 10 in the introduction for a clarification of this point. 

20 Information gained from prostitutes, whilst a problem when it is the only way 
in which feminists engage with the issue (see Chapter Two), can be a valuable 
source of information on the ways in which prostitutes maintain their sense of self 
during the prostitution contract, and how they negotiate their status as prostitutes at 
work. This is especially true if it represents their subjective states and not their self- 
justification for entering the trade. 



access rather than sexual self. In this regard, Dee articulates the prostitute's 

disassociation between her sense of self and the sex act: 

If anything a prostitute treats herself like a chair for someone to sit on. Her 
mind goes blank. She just lies there. You become just an object. A lot of 
clients say, 'Respond, it doesn't seem normal just lying there'. After a while 
it becomes just a normal thing. Most of them know - they understand it would 
be physically impossible (in McLeod 1982:39). 

Despite this final assertion from 'Dee', McLeod (1982:84) maintains that "nearly all 

the men I interviewed complained about the emotional coldness and mercenary 

approach of many prostitutes they had contact with". Pateman (1988:207) maintains 

that this is because "a master requires a service but he also requires that the service 

is delivered by a person, a self". She cites John Stuart Mill when she claims that 

"all men, except the most brutish, desire to have, not a forced slave but a willing 

one, not a slave merely, but a favourite". The intimation here is that clients desire a 

replication of the sexual script they have come to expect in private sexual relations. 

Clients expect her embodiment - which is her sense of self - as a juxtaposition for 

his disembodiment. Prostitutes that present to clients a body disassociated from a 

'self' demonstrate the potential disruption of disembodiment and rationality through 

embodiment that women can experience within the prostitution contract. 

However, as McLeod and many of the prostitutes she interviewed recognised, "there 

is a strain in maintaining this emotional self-protection - possibly the strain of 

knowing how bad the consequences can be if you fail to do so" (McLeod 1982:41): 

They say sometimes; 'What's on your mind?' Generally you think to yourself - 
you hope the contraceptive doesn't break, you hope they pay you and you 

hope to hell they hurry up. It sounds awfully cold but you have to be like that 
otherwise it would get to you and crack you up. You try not to let it (Julie in 
McLeod 1982:41). 

The consequences are not elaborated upon by either the prostitutes or McLeod. 

However, one could speculate that they include the difficulty of holding onto a 

dualism of mind and body that is not given status or recognition with regard to 

either the modern 'body politic' or the modern subject. This of course introduces 

the problem that women have in recognising themselves as owning property in the 



person when they are represented as property in both their relation to the modern 

'body politic' and the modern subject. The comments from the prostitutes also 

assert the close affiliation between representations of the self and one's internal 

relation to it, and the differences between men and women in this regard. Whilst 

the prostitute justifies her disassociation of sex from self for 'protection', the client's 

disassociation is explained in terms of an unemotional, quick and easy servicing of 

the body. 

The prostitute's attempt at disembodiment during sex with clients is not part of the 

script for the client. How clients deal with this is not well documented, though it is 

possible that even a disassociated bodily transaction serves its purpose of 

'ownership' and servicing for the client - given the relationship between women, 

body and potential property, and between access to prostitution and continued 

disembodiment. It has been argued that sex is potentially disruptive, confronting its 

participants with their embodiment (Waldby, Kippax and Crawford 1992:9-10). 

Prostitution, whilst attempting to present a different view of sex - emotionally 

detached, businesslike - cannot disrupt the need for bodies to be present. 

Nevertheless, prostitution does not necessarily confront men with theii embodiment 

because, certainly in the public sphere at least, the relationship between their sense 

of self and their body as property continues. There is the recognition that their body 

is central to the contract, but this does not necessitate the instigation of a relationship 

of embodiment. In fact, given the notion of prostitution as regulator of the body, a 

relationship other than one of property would make being a client difficult to sustain. 

As such, prostitution should be understood as the exemplar of men's positioning in 

the public sphere, and not as a (socialised yet natural) outcome of men's sexual 

needs. 

The selling of sex in the public sphere as 'work' is the preferred explanation, by 

feminists and libertarians, for the prostitute's form of disembodiment. But this is 

clearly only part of the explanation. 'Switching off' must also be related to her 

recognition of the relationship between her commodity (her sexual body) and her 

sense of self (as sexual body). This must exemplify both her positioning as a 

specific type of worker in the public sphere (that is a woman), and her status as the 



object of the prostitution contract, in a manner in which other contracts between men 

and women cannot. 

Similarly, prostitution does not, in and of itself, instigate a relationship to his body 

other than one of property. It is recognised, however, that challenging this 

relationship would undermine the current justification for the provision of 

prostitution. Understanding prostitution to provide men with a legitimate way of 

regulating their bodies to enable them to present as disembodied individuals in the 

public sphere, allows men to perpetuate, rather than challenge the notion of body as 

property. And, in prostitution, this works in two ways. He positions both his body, 

and the body of the prostitute, as (his) property. She claims her body as property 

through her disembodiment at the same time that she is positioned as body and 

recognises her embodiment in the rational sphere of contract. 

5.6. Prostitution as a Sexual Contract. 

What does it mean to assert that prostitution is a sexual contract? clearly, it is to 

recognise the status of the prostitute as both inside and outside the public sphere of 

rights. It is to understand her positioning as both deviant and worker, embodied and 

disembodied, natural and unnatural, working within the public and the private 

spheres, subject to and the object of the prostitution contract. It is to identify that 

this ambivalent and contradictory status is due to her recognition as embodied - by 

herself, the modern subject and the modern state. This is not what Pateman (1988) 

was referring to when she positioned prostitution as part of the sexual contract. For 

Pateman (1988:14) prostitution was not in an ambivalent position but only ever 

public, the prostitute only embodied and the object of the contract. 

Similarly, it is to situate the client as both in a public contract and involved in a 

private relation, but to recognise that for him this ambivalence works to his 

advantage: it is central to his status outside the purview of the law. He is positioned 

as both a private citizen involved in the pursuit of sex, and a disembodied individual 

involved in a contract in the public sphere. In the latter, his status as civil 



individual gives him access to the rights commensurate with equality, liberty and 

fraternity in contract. As a private citizen, he can call on the legitimacy of his 

sexual needs and desires for his purchase. In both cases his disembodiment is not 

challenged: neither explanation requires a status or experience of embodiment. 

Such a way of knowing the prostitute and the client must issue a challenge to the 

current ways in which our knowledge of prostitution is organised. Clearly, the 

dualisms of public and private, sex and gender, mind and body, and victim and 

agent organise the ways in which the prostitute and the client are known. It is their 

existence, therefore, that figures as the central dilemma for feminists, and indicates 

that prostitution is predominantly a conceptual problem. To recognise the primacy 

of dualisms in the political and theoretical agenda of feminists is thus the first step in 

their reconfiguration. 

5.6.a) (Re)Knowing the Prostitute. 

Knowing the prostitute through the (mutually exclusive) dualisms of public and 

private and of victim and agent currently figure as the choice for feminists both 

theoretically and politically. As was demonstrated in Chapter Two, feminists are 

positioned within a dualistic conception of prostitution in the political realm. Within 

this way of knowing (andlor for political expedience) feminists have positioned 

themselves within this debate and have thus argued that prostitution represents either 

exploitation or freedom for the prostitute. Those aligned with the pro- 

prostitutionllibertarian lobby assert prostitution as a form of freedom and a challenge 

to the 'natural' position of women in the modern state. This is based on the 

assumption that there is a natural division within modern liberal democracies. Calls 

for equality and freedom in the public sphere are made in the belief that 'natural' 

characteristics are irrelevant. Prostitution thus represents a way in which women 

can assert their independence from the traditional ways in which women gain their 

identity. 

However, as has been demonstrated, prostitution does not challenge women's 

positioning as appropriately related to the sexuallthe bodilylthe naturallthe private. 



Instead, prostitution exemplifies women's positioning in and through modern liberal 

democracies. Moreover, the notion that the current status of the prostitute is due to 

old-fashioned and prudish ways of understanding women's sexuality, and that 

prostitutes represent the future of sexual freedom and relations in a modern, 

liberated society denies the ways in which the existence of prostitution perpetuates 

the fraternity of modern liberal democracies. It also denies the fact that currently it 

is women's embodiment that is the basis for their inequality. Asserting that freedom 

and independence are exemplified by prostitutes through the existence of the 

prostitution contract takes on board without question both the automatic capacity for 

disembodiment through contract, and the notion that prostitutes embody sexual 

freedom rather than the honesty of the fraternity. 

As has been argued above, the creation of modern liberal democracies brought with 

it certain assumptions about the positioning of women, and their appropriate place 

within the private sphere. Prostitutes may appear to have challenged the positioning 

of women in the public sphere, but a closer look reveals that their positioning in the 

public sphere is based on their embodiment. Prostitutes have not been granted a 

status in the public sphere as capable of entering into a public contract. They have 

been denied the status of civil individual because they are women. 

The claim that prostitution is work like any other thus both gains and misses the 

mark. For women, the prostitution contract, like any contract, denies them an 

equality with men. It is thus work like any other for women. Such an assertion 

undermines the neutrality of contract and brings into focus its sexual specificity. 

Utilising the status of contract does not enable natural relations to dissipate. 

Prostitution uses those very characteristics to justify its existence. 

Feminists aligned with the anti-prostitution/moral conservative side of the debate 

tend to oppose prostitution on the grounds that it is exploitative. This exploitation 

can take many forms. It can be due to the commercial nature of the transaction, the 

subordination demanded of the prostitute, and/or the unnaturalness of the relation. 

In all cases, prostitution is deemed to represent the most problematic relation for 

women. For those aligned with the anti-prostitution position, prostitution is 



antithetical to freedom and equality, and this is primarily because it occurs as a 

commercial relation which is sexually differentiated. The prostitute is deemed to 

need saving from her predicament, which is explained as the result of circumstance 

rather than as a career choice. Those that align themselves with this position fail to 

recognise the way in which being a prostitute is about both choice and predicament, 

sex and work, and that each of these are not mutually exclusive but gain meaning for 

the prostitute through their relationship to each other. She comes to be known 

through them as they organise and give meaning to the experience of being a 

prostitute. She comes to be known in such a manner because of the ways in which 

women in general, and prostitutes in particular, are positioned in and through 

modern liberal democracies. The dualisms, both meaningful and arbitrary (as the 

example of prostitution demonstrates), exist as complementary rather than 

contradictory and allow the prostitute to work through her ambivalent status as both 

subject and object of the sexual contract that is prostitution. 

Choosing to be a whore is thus both a recognition of the status of all women (and 

thus gaining an advantage from it) and its denial (claiming to be a worker rather 

than a prostitute is one example). Women choose to sell sex because they are only 

ever embodied in the public and private spheres. Thus, whilst prostitutes may 

choose to sell sex for a variety of reasons, their positioning in a society which 

constantly demonstrates to them that their biggest earning potential focuses on their 

embodiment, plays a major part in their choice. Prostitutes use this knowledge to 

their advantage - they literally and overtly sell their bodies in a practice implicit in 

all sexual encounters to which women are a part. Moreover, as argued above, 

prostitutes gain meaning about themselves through this process at the same time that 

their embodiment allows this activity to be a viable alternative. 

To reconfigure the sexual contract enables positions originally conceived as 

contradictions to become strengths. Her status, like the status of all women, is 

contradictory. She is both purchased and able to disrupt the script. Her 

embodiment is both her reason for being bought and her reason for disembodiment. 

She is both subject in the contract and the object of the contract. She is within the 

public sphere and outside of it. Her body is both her reason for exclusion from the 



public sphere and her reason for inclusion in it. She both exemplifies women's 

positioning in the public sphere, and their status in the private sphere. She is neither 

victim nor agent and can neither be included in the public sphere of contract nor 

excluded. 

Clearly, this leads to a different way of reconciling the position of prostitutes in 

modern liberal democracies, and allows for a reconceptualisation of the prostitute by 

feminists. It needs to be acknowledged that denying the object of the sale in public 

discourse also denies the subjectivity of the prostitute. Her agency is enmeshed in 

her ability to see herself as the object of the contract. Such a recognition enables 

feminists to move beyond the victimlagent dichotomy. As both object and subject of 

the sale she is neither a victim nor an agent. In fact, it is the prostitute's ambivalent 

status as both object and subject of contract2I that enables her disembodiment and her 

self-protection. By claiming her ambivalent status as her source of agency, the 

prostitute moves beyond the confines of the victimlagency dichotomy. Knowing the 

prostitute as a victim or an agent does not adequately explain her relationship to her 

own embodiment (body as separate from self), her positioning in and through 

modern liberal democracies (embodied, sexual, irrational), and in the ,eyes of the 

modern subject (embodied as a woman, purchasable as property, detached and 

unemotional). 

It also needs to be recognised that the notion of disembodiment is both an 

unrealisable goal for prostitutes (in the eyes of the modern 'body politic' and the 

modern subject), as well as a necessary and realisable capacity given her positioning 

as a bodily centred self. Moreover, this 'switching off' during the servicing of the 

contract, whilst unable to challenge either her sexual specificity or embodiment in 

prostitution, gives her access to the status of rationality - as worker. This 

demonstrates that prostitutes (and perhaps women more generally) are able to disrupt 

the relationship between disembodiment and rationality. Prostitutes recognise their 

embodiment in contract and distance their sense of self from the sexual use of their 

21 It is here that the pimp may be of issue. The actions of the pimp to secure 
the contract with the client means that the prostitute loses her status of subject in and 
through the prostitution contract. 



bodies. However, their bodily centred subjectivity, their equation of sex with self, 

may also explain the personal cost involved in being a prostitute. Clearly, an 

important intervention into prostitution as a result of this way of knowing her would 

be to assert the sexual specificity of prostitution. Moreover, such a refocussing of 

attention must bring into focus the sexual specificity of the other body in the 

contract. 

5.6 .b) (Re)Knowing the Client. 

When men buy sex they have two explanations for their purchase, and both rely on 

the reality of their disembodiment. Either, he is a private citizen exercising his right 

to do in private what he chooses and/or he is involved in a public contract that 

comes with its own laws and regulations. His experience and status of 

disembodiment is assured in both cases. In the public sphere, the provision of 

prostitution perpetuates his capacity for disembodiment. In the private sphere, the 

natural ordering of sex does not challenge his experience of body as property. 

Clearly, the secrecy surrounding the client of the prostitution contract, and the 

confidentiality required of the prostitute, maintains a silence that is central to the 

persistence of bought sex. However, rather than appealing to prudery and/or 

morality as the reason for this silence, this thesis has suggested that the silence 

surrounding the client is precisely due to the recognition of his sexual specificity. 

Legislators, policy makers, the media and parliamentarians are acutely aware of his 

sex, of his body. Prostitution is recognised as central in the regulation of the body 

of the modern subject. It enables him to present as disembodied and rational in 

contract. However, prostitution is capable of revealing the substance of the 

disembodied individual in the public sphere - not only his sexual specificity but his 

access to rationality through sex. Prostitution, whilst perpetuating his 

disembodiment, also displays its bodily foundation. This demonstrates, on the one 

hand, the arbitrary relationship between disembodiment and rationality for men, 

whilst simultaneously illustrating the ways in which the very organisation of modern 

liberal democracies maintains this relationship. 



In the private sphere, the bodies of men are relevant. As a form of sexual leisure, 

prostitution relies on his body. Nevertheless, his experience of disembodiment, 

through his relation to his body as property, occurs in both the public and the private 

spheres. His needldesire for access to prostitution is acknowledged as the means by 

which he continues this relationship. Thus prostitution plays its part in the 

perpetuation of the mindlbody split as the rationale for the acquisition of subjectivity 

in modern liberal democracies. The body remains peripheral to the modern subject's 

sense of self because consciousness is understood as the effect of the mind inscribing 

the body with social lessons. As has been argued above, this is constant in the 

modern subject's sense of self. 

To issue a challenge to such a way of knowing men, and thus to the legitimation of 

prostitution, requires confronting men with the social and arbitrary nature of their 

relationship to their bodies. It requires acknowledging that there is no disembodied 

agency that precedes and directs an embodied exterior: that there is no active mind 

that inscribes the natural, passive body with social lessons. Neither is the embodied 

exterior predetermined by some interior essence such that one's 'natural' attributes 

and characteristics are the result of a realisation of the truth of one's sex.. Instead, it 

is to argue that consciousness is an effect of the inscription of the flesh, and that this 

"inscription is the result of power actively marking bodies as social, inscribing them 

with the attributes of subjectivity" (Grosz 1990: 63). 

His reality of disembodiment, perpetuated by his relationship of control over his 

body, can thus be characterised as a cultural rather than a natural relation, and an 

explanation for behaviour that has little to do with the natural (and thus unchanging) 

urgings of his body. Establishing the cultural public realm in the natural private 

sphere must disrupt the notion that prostitution justified as part of the private sphere 

is different from prostitution justified through its relations to the public sphere. 

This must unsettle his relation to himself and his understanding of his relation as 

client as more to do with his status in and through modern liberal democracies than 

his needs and/or desires. This is not to argue that the needs and desires that 

currently explain his purchase are somehow 'false', but rather to suggest that they 

are not immutable. They are the result of the way in which his body is positioned 



through modern liberal democracies rather than being a repercussion of the 

uncontrollability of his body. They are the product of his quest for rationality rather 

than the result of his loss of rationality. 

Such a way of knowing the client is not allied with the pro-prostitution or anti- 

prostitution positions. In fact, understanding the client's need and/or desire in such 

a manner undermines the ways in which either position understands the continued 

existence of prostitution. Both the anti-prostitution and pro-prostitution sides of the 

debate perpetuate the immutability of the nature of men and their need for access to 

sex. Whilst the anti-prostitution lobby assert that such needs should not be satiated 

in the public sphere, but in a loving relationship (preferably marriage), the pro- 

prostitution lobby assert that the needs of men cannot be met outside the industry. 

The pro-prostitution lobby continues to characterise prostitution as the future of 

sexual relations, based on the notion that prostitution has always existed - men have 

always needed to buy sex. The anti-prostitution position does not challenge this 

notion, but insists that such commercial sexual relations deny the real reason for 

such sexual relations '(for example, procreation). Interestingly, the print media22 

and parliamentariansz3 also perpetuate such an ahistorical way of knowing the 

sexual needs of men. 

22 For example, The Courier Mail, 3 October, 1991 : 1; Kavanagh in The Courier 
Mail, 5 October 1991:9; Morley in The Courier Mail, 5 October 1991:24; Roper in 
The Sun, 12 November 1991:32; Editorial in The Courier Mail, 15 November 
1991: 11; Philip Adams in The Age, 24 August 1983:48; The Sydney Morning 
Herald, 28 April 1983:l; The Sydney Morning Herald, 23 March 1983:3; The 
Sydney Morning Herald, 24 March 1984:37-38; The Sydney Morning Herald, 25 
July 1983:4; The Sydney Morning Herald, 20 October 1987:3; The Sydney Morning 
Herald, 11 June 1986:lO. 

23 In NSW see for example, Sir Adrian Solomons 174(30 March 1983):5447; 
E.P. Pickering 146(24 April 1979):4999; M.F. Willis 146(24 April 1979):4993; D. 
Isaksen 146(23 April 1979):4846; Mr. Gabb 146(23 April 1979):4947; Mr. 
Maddison 146(23 April 1979):4940. In Victoria, see for example, W.A. Landeryou 
355(3 December 1980):4091; Mr. John 385(2 1 November 1986):2494; Mr. Hann 
385(21 November 1986):2498. In Queensland, see for example, Mr Pitt (24 
November 1992): 903; Mr Cooper (24 November 1992): 879. 



This chapter has argued that asserting the social constitution of the publiclprivate 

split, the mindlbody dualism and the sexlgender distinction, as well as the 

artificiality of the victimlagent dichotomy, enables the current dualistic 

understanding of prostitution to be recognised as the problem for feminists. Clearly, 

a feminist position informed by this way of understanding prostitution must find the 

current ways of knowing the prostitute and the client to be less than satisfactory. 

A position informed by the fraternal nature of the prostitution contract would require 

the recognition that the prostitute does not gain access to the status of civil individual 

simply through making a contract. It is his body and his (subsequent) capacity for 

disembodiment that gives him access to the rationality that underpins contracts in the 

public sphere. This relation is also his justification for purchasing sex in the public 

sphere - a purchase which relies on her embodiment, and perpetuates his capacity for 

disembodiment. That the prostitute is capable of switching off during the servicing 

of the contract is both disruptive to his sense of self, and irrelevant to it. Disruptive 

because he expects her embodiment, her lived body, and not just the 'raw meat7 of it 

- the body disassociated from the self - in the public sphere of contract and the 

private relation of sex. But not disruptive because he has bought her - she is 

available as a sexual commodity in the public sphere - and he has justified the 

purchase through his experience of his own disembodiment. 

Nevertheless, 'switching off' demonstrates her capacity for access to rationality 

through embodiment. Whilst he accesses rationality through disembodiment (with 

the provision of prostitution a regulator of his body), she accesses rationality through 

her experience of embodiment which underpins her reason for disembodiment. This 

demonstrates that the relationship between disembodiment and rationality, considered 

central for equality in contract, is, for women, antithetical to their embodied status. 

What this also demonstrates is his possible fall into irrationality without challenging 

his experience of disembodiment (his body as property). The argument for 

regulation of his body is also the argument for his potential irrationality - a mind 

may lose control of its body - but this can occur without disrupting the experience or 

status of his body as property. 



It must be concluded that prostitution is not the exception but the exemplar of men's 

status and women's positioning in and through the organisation of modern liberal 

democracies. It has 'natural' characteristics at its centre but is able to deny them 

and/or draw on them at will. This benefits the client and not the prostitute because 

prostitution is ultimately about the fraternal social contract. Any benefits the 

prostitute receives appear as by-products of the central purpose of prostitution. 

Nevertheless, prostitution can introduce a challenge to the dualisms that currently 

figures as the choice in our ways of knowing the prostitute and the client. Her 

capacity for rationality through embodiment, his access to disembodiment through 

sex, her position as both the subject and the object of the contract, his position as 

both in the public and the private spheres, demonstrates the ways in which 

prostitution uses and reconfigures the confines of the dualisms. Prostitution both 

gains meaning through, and gives meaning to, the organisation of modern liberal 

democracies. 

The challenge for feminists is to use this knowledge to reconfigure the dualistic 

conceptions of prostitution. Where this might take feminism, both conceptually and 

politically, will be touched upon in the conclusion to this thesis. However, it is the 

recognition of the dualisms, their connections with each other and with the 

organisation of modern liberal democracies, and the ways in which prostitution 

demonstrates both the arbitrary and contradictory nature of the dualisms, that has 

been the central concern of this thesis. 



CONCLUSION. 

The problem of prostitution for feminists is a conceptual one. Faced with 

explanatory tools that enable the knowing of the prostitute and the client is also to be 

faced with the tools responsible for their current construction. These dualistic 

formulations allow access to the prostitute and the client whilst, simultaneously, 

being the construction of that reality. Understanding this relationship between 

knowing and constructing has allowed current ways of knowing the prostitute and 

the client to be disturbed. The dual recognition of their social character and their 

connections through the organisation of modern liberal democracies is central to 

their disturbance and possible reconfiguration. 

1. Problems with Dualisms. 

It has been demonstrated throughout this thesis that current ways of knowing the 

prostitute in mainstream and feminist theoretical conceptualisations and' in popular 

discourse, cluster around the victimlagent dichotomy. Similarly, it has been argued 

that mainstream and feminist ways of knowing, in theoretical and popular discourse, 

organise access to the client in and through the sexlgender distinction. 

Knowing the prostitute as either a victim or an agent figures in all ways in which 

knowledge of her is acquired. She is a victim of a risky family, a psychological 

victim, a victim of economic exploitation, a victim of patriarchy. Or, she is an 

agent in control of her own life and thus no different from any other worker. She 

has either fallen into prostitution or chosen it as a viable career. She is, 

alternatively, better off or worse off than most women/workers. 

It is this mutually exclusive formulation of the prostitute that has formed the central 

problem for feminists. This has particularly been the case since prostitutes have 

begun claiming the validity of their own voice and their own experience of 

prostitution. And, whilst prostitutes have often gained a speaking position through 



the work of feminists, feminists and prostitutes continue to experience an uneasy 

relationship. The source of this uneasiness is the gap between the experience of 

prostitutes and feminists theoretical conceptualisations of prostitutes. Prostitutes tend 

to claim an agency and a power through prostitution that feminists have either 

supported (the experience is the thing), or denied (experience is not truth). 

Feminists and prostitutes, locked into the victimlagent dichotomy and understanding 

them as mutually exclusive ways of knowing, find themselves at political 

loggerheads in the prostitution debate. This is because positioning prostitutes as 

victims finds support from the conservative anti-prostitution position, whilst arguing 

for their agency gains clients and libertarians as allies in the pro-prostitution side of 

the debate. 

This dichotomising of the issue also influences feminist historiographies, Here, 

contemporary feminists have re-read nineteenth century feminist exploits and 

positioned these exploits as either prudish and moralising or forward thinking and 

radical. This conflict in (re)reading is based on a political and conceptual mutual 

exclusivity in the stance of contemporary feminists. Particularly important is not 

only contemporary feminists' positioning within the prostitution debate, or their 

conceptualisation of the prostitute as either victim or agent, but the close relation 

between the political action and the conceptual way of knowing. Those who assert 

her status as an agent tend to align themselves with the pro-prostitution side of the 

debate. They thus bemoan nineteenth century feminist relations with prostitutes as 

custodial and biased and the nineteenth century feminist attitude to sex as limited and 

limiting for women. These pro-prostitution feminists do not position nineteenth 

century feminists as role models in the current political struggle or conceptual 

reality. Contemporary feminists who proclaim the prostitute's status as victim, tend 

to be aligned with the anti-prostitution side of the debate. In contrast to the pro- 

prostitution feminist, anti-prostitution feminists tend to position nineteenth century 

feminists as exemplary role models. This is especially due to the stance these 

nineteenth century feminists took on the demand for sex. 

Knowing the client is a particularly difficult issue for contemporary feminists in a 

way in which it was not for their nineteenth century sisters. For contemporary 



feminists, the client tends to remain on the periphery of prostitution whilst he was 

central to it in the nineteenth century feminist platform. Nineteenth century 

feminists critiqued the idea of a male sex urge as needing constant release, and thus 

argued against the necessity of prostitution to service that need. In this way, 

nineteenth century feminists asserted that the demand created the supply and that it 

was thus the demand that should be considered central to the problem of prostitution. 

Part of the problem for contemporary feminists is the way in which the relationship 

between the nineteenth century feminist critique of the demand and the nineteenth 

century feminist positioning of women as the victim of that demand has been 

positioned as intimately related. For contemporary feminists wanting to assert the 

agency of the prostitute, this (seemingly) inseparable relation appears to undermine 

their aims. As such, the only model of a critique of the client that contemporary 

feminists have access to, they perceive as distinctly linked to the victimlagent 

dichotomy and organised through the prostitution debate. The result is that 

contemporary feminist concern for the support of the prostitute is considered 

antithetical to any critique of the client - his position as the prostitute's livelihood 

means that a critique of him is seen to be inappropriate. Moreover, within these 

dualistic ways of knowing the prostitute and the client, to critique the client is 

considered to position the prostitute as the victim of his sexual excesses, andlor of 

his exploitation, and/or of patriarchy, and/or of men. As this thesis has 

demonstrated, the contemporary feminist re-reading of the nineteenth century 

feminist position perpetuates such a relationship. 

However, contemporary feminists also have difficulty critiquing the client because he 

continues to be known within the confines of the sex/gender distinction. The 

sexlgender distinction is the most popular way of conceptualising the relationship 

between the natural and the social aspects of men. Gender is what is socially 

constructed, sex refers to what is naturally given. As was demonstrated in Chapter 

Four, concern with the sexual practices of men has not enabled the majority of 

theorists to move beyond the current configuration of this distinction. The biological 

determinism evident in mainstream ways of knowing, influenced by sexology, is not 

far removed from feminist notions of male sexuality as socially constructed. Both 

continue to work with a relationship between sexuality and the body and posit a 



distinction between sexuality and masculinity. That these usages correspond to the 

notion of the mind as active and the body as passive indicates their allegiance to the 

assumptions that perpetuate the current configuration of the sex/gender distinction. 

That is, they rely upon the mind as the source of selfhood, and the body as 

antithetical to it. 

It has also been argued that those theorists that posit sexuality as socially constituted 

(as opposed to socially constructed) also work within these confines. Whilst each of 

these cases are different, their inability to recognise the social significance of the 

male body as the interface between the social and sexual practices of men has meant 

that such formulations make use of the passivity of the body and thus its immaterial 

social significance. This perpetuates both the mind/body dualism and the 

nature/culture divide. It was decided that such challenges cannot assist in 

conceptualising practices (like the demand for prostitution) that utilise the body and 

appear as both social and sexual. It was also argued that to issue a challenge to this 

way of knowing the prostitute and the client requires, firstly, understanding their 

significance in the organisation of modern liberal democracies. 

Modern liberal democracies are organised through dualisms. Specifically, it is the 

relationship between the public and the private spheres that has the most significance 

in the organisation of all other dualisms. Through this role the public/private split is 

able to give all other dualisms meaning. In prostitution the relations between sex, 

women, the body and nature in the private sphere, are counterposed with gender, 

man, the mind and culture in the public sphere. This is one reason why clients have 

rights commensurate with a public contract and prostitutes do not - clients are 

appropriately situated within the public sphere while prostitutes are not. Moreover, 

these dualisms are related to, and give meaning to, each other. For example, the 

sexual activity and desire of the man is counterposed with the sexual passivity and 

desirability of the woman. This relationship between the dualisms of activity and 

passivity, man and woman, is used to justify the existence of prostitution throughout 

history as well as to argue for its continuation in contemporary society. Finally, the 

public/private split organises knowledge of prostitution directly. The idea of 

prostitution as an equal and consenting activity between two adults, for example, 



makes use of the organisation of modern liberal democracies to argue against the 

government regulation of prostitution. Here, an antithesis between the public, 

government sphere and the private, consensual sphere is most marked. 

Clearly, current ways of knowing the prostitute and the client rely upon a dualistic 

access to knowledge that is subsequently positioned as mutually exclusive. 

Moreover, these dualisms of public and private, victim and agent, sex and gender, 

mind and body, social and sexual, organise and reproduce knowledge of the 

prostitute and the client. Feminists perpetuate these dichotomous relations at the 

same time that they attempt to disrupt them. Such a mutually exclusive way of 

knowing is the problem for feminists. To argue that the prostitute is both a victim 

and an agent, that buying sex is about both the mind and the body, has been 

difficult, if not impossible, for feminists to articulate. Whilst feminists have seen 

connections and contradictions in the ways in which prostitution is conceptually 

known and politically acted upon, such doubts have been considered a weakness and 

not a strength of the feminist position. This thesis has argued that these 

contradictions form the basis of the feminist position and once understood as a 

representation of the ambivalent reality of prostitution, enable a more consistent 

feminist position to be articulated. 

2. The Issue of Prostitution. 

The ambivalent reality of prostitution is its position in both the public and private 

spheres. As a business contract it occurs in the public sphere and as a personal 

relation it occurs in the private sphere. Because it is about sex it is positioned as 

more appropriately associated with the bodily, the emotional, the private, but 

because it is about work it is also considered to be rational and public. What is not 

clear is where the prostitute and the client are positioned in this dualistic conception 

of reality. Popular ways of knowing consistently present the client as involved in a 

sexual practice whilst presenting the prostitute as part of an economic relation. She 

is a worker in the public sphere and thus disembodied and rational, whilst he is a 

consumer in the private sphere and both embodied and (potentially) irrational. This 



thesis has argued that the bodily significance of the acquisition of selfhood precludes 

such an unambiguous modification of status for both the prostitute and the client. 

This is because within this dualistic conception of reality, two bodies figure and hold 

social significance. To be born with a male or a female body not only gives you 

access to certain social attributes (masculinity and femininity), but also articulates 

appropriate natural attributes. The result is a configuration of the self that is 

inscribed as internally meaningful and socially significant. The ways in which male 

and female bodies are perceived to be naturally different is part of the organisation 

of modern liberal democracies. Not only does this explain the purpose of 

prostitution, it places the prostitute and the client in different (socially significant) 

positions that enable the continuation of prostitution. 

The continuation of prostitution is based on both the natural characteristics of men 

and women, and the social significance of these natural characteristics in the public 

sphere. It is based on the ways in which the male and female body are perceived 

and positioned in and through modern liberal democracies. The male body is 

perceived as the object of the male mind, the female body as the source of female 

subjectivity. The male body is understood to be under the control of the male mind, 

the female body to be unruly. The male body aligns itself naturally to public office, 

the female body to private relations. In each of these ways of knowing however, the 

social significance of the body is denied. The mind, as the source of consciousness 

and a rational sense of self, is prioritised over the body, and its sexual specificity 

and its relation to the mind, consciousness and a sense of self positioned as 

irrelevant. Truly rational minds are able to relegate the body (and all that it 

represents - emotions, physical urges, biological appetites) to its appropriate position 

as subservient to the mind. 

However, whilst denied as socially significant, the body is recognisable in the 

dualisms associated with men and women: her natural (read bodily) association with 

the private sphere, his natural (again, bodily) association with the public sphere; his 

ability to gain the status of subject (through his relation of control to his body), her 

inability to gain this status because of her bodily centred subjectivity; his natural 



attributes (disembodiment) allowing access to rationality and contract, her natural 

attributes (embodiment) disavowing access to rationality and contract in the manner 

of men; his ability to buy sex as a measure of status as subject, her ability to sell sex 

as a measure of her status as object. 

Arguing that bodies are not significant in the social and sexual practices of men and 

women is not simply to assert a logical impossibility. Rather it is to recognise both 

the way in which his bodily attributes gain him an advantage whilst hers gain a 

disadvantage, and that his experience of disembodiment is the reality of his 

relationship to his body whilst hers is not. This does not mean that her experience 

of disembodiment is any less real but to acknowledge that she gains access to the 

public sphere as embodied whilst he gains access as disembodied. She is thus 

already perceived as embodied, he is only ever known as disembodied. His 

relationship to his body as property is perceived as natural, her relationship to body 

as property is unnatural. 

Such a perception of the relationship between bodies and nature is based on the way 

in which male and female bodies are differently positioned in and through modern 

liberal democracies, and then how this positioning is internalised as part of a sense 

of self. When clients assert that they buy sex because of a sexual need, they are 

explaining their understanding of their access to rationality through disembodiment. 

His body as property is a meaningful way in which he conceptualises his status in 

the public sphere as sex consumer, and how he makes meaningful the provision of 

prostitution for the regulation of his body. Similarly, when a prostitute claims to 

'switch off' during sex at work she is asserting a claim to rationality in the only 

manner she knows how - through positioning her body as the property of her mind. 

Disembodiment forms the basis for the ability to enter a contract in the public 

sphere. However, that she switches off for self protection, demonstrates the ways in 

which she has internalised as meaningful her status as embodied, and the relation 

between sex and self for women. 

This means that buying sex needs to be conceptualised as both a contract and a 

sexual relation that occurs in both the public and private spheres. It makes use of 



his disembodiment - his relationship to his body as property - whilst simultaneously 

asserting and denying the sexual specificity and bodily nature of his access to 

rationality. The state proclaims his capacity for disembodiment in the public sphere 

whilst asserting the necessity for the provision of prostitution. The male body is 

socially significant in both the public and private spheres - it is the mediator between 

rationality and irrationality, between the sexual and the social. It also means that the 

reality of 'being a prostitute' needs to be conceptualised as demonstrative of the 

simultaneous status of victim and agent. This requires reconciling her experience of 

prostitution (where prostitutes claim their agency) with her status in and through 

modern liberal democracies. Her experience of agency in prostitution must be 

acknowledged as socially significant. This requires recognising her ambivalent 

status to disembodiment and rationality. Her access to the public sphere as (rational) 

worker is through her embodiment. 

When men buy sex, they acknowledge its bodily nature. What they do not 

acknowledge is their embodiment. Their relationship to their body as property, 

coupled with their perception of their mind as the source of their subjectivity, 

enables the client to comprehend this practice as bodily servicing. Add to this the 

manner in which modern liberal democracies position the modern subject as 

disembodied in the public and private spheres, and his rationality seems assured. 

When disembodiment and rationality go hand in hand, to be only ever disembodied 

means to be only ever rational. However, this reconfiguration of access to 

rationality demonstrates both the bodily foundation and the sexual specificity of this 

relationship. Men experience disernbodiment as the source of rationality because of 

the way in which they are positioned in and through modern liberal democracies. 

However, they must also experience irrationality through this relationship to their 

body as property. 

Prostitution also demonstrates the way in which women use their embodiment to 

gain access to the status of worker. When the prostitute switches off from the 

sexual use and/or pleasure of her body, she is able to claim a rationality 

commensurate with that required in contract. Whilst it is acknowledged that her 

differential positioning in and through modern liberal democracies means that she 



does not position her body as property for the same reasons as men, nor that she 

experiences disembodiment in the same manner, it is clear that she is able to claim a 

status as a rational worker in the public sphere. Prostitutes, like all women, gain 

access to the public sphere through recognition of their embodiment. 

The constancy of the disembodiment of the client and the embodiment of the 

prostitute is the constancy of their status in and through modern liberal democracies. 

To acknowledge their access to rationality through this status is to recognise the 

sexual specificity of rationality. The pervasiveness of the positioning of the 

prostitute and the client in and through modern liberal democracies can only enable 

access to rationality or disembodiment or the status of subject to be sexually 

specific. 

3. Reconfiguring the Dualisms. 

Clearly, the practise of buying sex presents a problem for traditional ways of 

theorising the public nature of rational, disembodied consumerism and, the private 

nature of emotional, embodied sexual relations. The sexlgender distinction, 

currently fixed within the realms of private and public, body and mind, demonstrates 

the problems associated with compartmentalising the sexual and the social. 

Feminists working within these dualisms have been unable to adequately theorise the 

client, nor have they been able to politicise the practice of buying sex as other than a 

sexual urge. Similarly, the practice of selling sex positions feminists within dualistic 

conceptions of experience and truth, the personal and the political. Feminists 

conceptualising the position of the prostitute have been unable to understand the 

connections between her status and her experience, they have been unable to 

visualise what they have perceived as the contradictory connections between the 

personal and the political. This is because the victimlagent dichotomy asserts a 

mutual exclusiveness about the two ways of knowing. To be a victim is not to be an 

agent. 



In order to counter this inconsistent way of theorising the prostitute and the client, it 

was argued in Chapter Five that prostitution is both public and private, embodied 

and disembodied, about sex and about a contract, rational and irrational. The 

prostitute, simply because she has conceptualised her status as worker, is not 

unproblematically involved in an employment contract in the public sphere - a 

contract that utilises and relies upon her capacity for rationality through 

disembodiment. Similarly, it is not apparent that, because the client understands 

himself to be involved in a sexual relation, that he is therefore part of a private 

consensual relation that relies upon his embodiment and irrationality. Rather, as has 

been demonstrated, prostitution perpetuates his continued relationship to his body as 

property, and her positioning as embodied. 

Such a recognition allows feminists to move beyond the belief that they must make a 

choice between the prostitute as a victim and the prostitute as an agent. In this 

reconfiguration, being a victim or an agent is not a mutually exclusive status but a 

way of being that is intimately related to the meaning of the other. In prostitution, 

the feeling of power and agency is related to both the status of the prostitute in 

modern liberal democracies, her recognition of this status and her capacity for 

rationality through it. Positioning prostitutes as victims of exploitation (by pimps, 

madams, clients), condemns and/or excuses her choice. It does not give her access 

to any form of activity or rationality. Such a status would be returned to her if 

feminists could articulate more clearly the relationship between selling sex and being 

a woman in this society. 

Selling sex is one choice that is offered to women in and through their construction 

as women in the dualistic conception of reality that is the basis of modern liberal 

democracies. This conceptual and political reality is both meaningful and arbitrary, 

as the issue of prostitution demonstrates. On the one hand, prostitutes, as part of 

that reality, have internalised the relationship between the public sphere and work, 

rationality and disembodiment. On the other hand, they must recognise their lack of 

status in this sphere as one that is clearly related to their embodiment as women. 

Prostitutes (perhaps like all women) recognise that their position as embodied is both 

relevant and irrelevant to their status and their acquisition of selfhood in the public 



and private spheres. This dual recognition is also evident in her response to this 

ambiguous status. To be embodied and disembodied simultaneously is both her 

protection from this ambiguity and her assertion of status as a worker in the public 

sphere. 

In contrast, buying sex, in and of itself, is only ever a perpetuation of the fraternity 

of the social contract. For men, buying sex not only asserts their status as the 

modern subject, and the rights commensurate with such a status, but their 

configuration of the self as one in need of this bodily servicing. Buying sex not only 

confirms their status but (re)produces it at the same time that it dissolves the 

relationship between buying sex and irrationality. The loss of control that may 

occur if access to prostitution is denied is the sense of irrationality that underpins 

men's access to rationality through prostitution. Men need to be challenged to assert 

a new configuration of the self that does not rely upon this availability of women 

(currently central to the assertion of the fraternity). Recognising the cultural aspects 

of the mindlbody dualism is the first step to such a reconfiguration. If neither 

nature or culture is more responsible for the acquisition of selfhood, sexually 

specific expectations (that is, the need to buy sex based on the natural .male urge), 

can be undermined. 

Feminist discourse, both popular and theoretical, has recognised the relationship 

between the status of the prostitute and the position of all women in society. This 

thesis takes that argument further. It argues that women's configuration of self is 

the central consideration in her public status. Her bodily centred subjectivity, 

perpetuated through the organisation of modern liberal democracies and central to 

the availability of prostitution as a career for women, is also her defining 

characteristic. In prostitution, her bodily centred subjectivity - realised by her as the 

equation of sex with self - enables her to claim the status of an agent. Similarly, the 

status of the client is related to the social status and the subjective configuration of 

the self of all men in society. Even those men who choose not to buy sex, like 

those women who chose not to sell sex, cannot extricate themselves from the 

configuration that perpetuates buying sex as a sexually specific practice available 

only to men. 



In order for feminists to hold on to this duality of prostitution, buying and selling 

sex needs to be re-theorised. Prostitution is both constitutive of, and constituted 

through, the bodily configuration of the buyer and the seller of sex. Selling sex 

requires an initial awareness of one's configuration, as an embodied feminine self, in 

and through modern liberal democracies. To recognise selling sex as a life choice is 

to recognise it as a sexually specific practice. Nevertheless, once a woman begins to 

sell sex, her configuration of her self is both modified (she claims disembodiment 

and rationality as a worker) and re-constituted (she is positioned by the client - 

coisstitutive of the modern subject - and the modern body politic, as embodied, as 

potential property). Likewise, buying sex utilises the awareness of one's 

configuration, as personification of the modern subject, in and through modern 

liberal democracies. To perceive buying sex as an available sexual alternative is to 

recognise the status of client as a sexually specific practice. The process of buying 

sex, motivated by a perceived potentiality for irrationality, perpetuates his 

configuration of the self (he maintains his relations of property to his body) whilst 

disrupting it (through the sexual specificity of his purchase he discloses the sexual 

specificity of his claim to rationality). The notion of prostitution as a sexually 

specific practice takes into account the configurative and configurated features of the 

choice. 

With regard to the prostitution debate, the political articulation of such a way of 

knowing enables feminists to move away from both the pro-prostitution assertion that 

prostitution is about sexual equality for men and women, and the anti-prostitution 

position, which considers the outcome of prostitution to only ever be the exploitation 

of women. Instead, feminists could assert the 'truths7 and 'falsehoods' in both 

positions. With regard to the pro-prostitution position, feminists could argue that it 

is possible to consider a time when prostitution will not be commensurate with 

inequality and exploitation. Certainly the central proposition of this thesis has been 

that it is the current organisation of modern liberal democracies and the ways in 

which such an organisation constitutes, and is constitutive of, the differential 

configuration of men's and women's senses of self, that is both the purpose and the 

result of the existence of prostitution. In this way of knowing, exploitation and 

inequality can be understood as the current outcomes of prostitution rather than its 



organising principles. With regard to the anti-prostitution position, it is clear that 

one truth of prostitution at present is the exploitation of women, both of those who 

choose to be prostitutes, and those who do not. Moreover, because of the 

relationship between prostitute's (and women's) embodiment and sense of self, the 

sexual use of the prostitute's body during the prostitution contract must be 

conceptualised as potentially damaging. Nevertheless, it also needs to be realised 

that the assertion of agency, control and freedom is an important component in the 

prostitute's experience of prostitution, especially since prostitution is constituted 

through the bodily, through the experiential. 

A feminist theoretical reconfiguration, as has been signalled here, offers feminists a 

very different position politically, on the issue of the prostitute, than they have 

previously countenanced. This is not simply because of the more complex way in 

which it enables the prostitute to be known, but because it works through the 

assertions of both sides of the debate to demonstrate the problems with both, and, 

more importantly, the difference that a feminist position presents. Rather than 

offering a compromised position that fits into the prostitution debate, feminists need 

to assert the complexity and the difficulty of the issues, and the problems that are 

caused for the prostitute through this political dichotomising of the issue. There is 

the need to assert that the prostitute is in a complex and difficult position that 

requires a more multifarious way of knowing her that is currently countenanced 

either politically or theoretically. 

Nevertheless, the clearest mandate available for feminists to present a consistent 

feminist stance, is to position the client as central to the prostitution agenda. What 

needs to be most loudly asserted is the fact that men do not buy sex because of a 

lack of rational control of sexual urges, but as the outcome of the way in which men 

learn to relate to their own bodies. Clearly, this is a very different way of 

understanding the client than the anti-prostitution position would advocate. The anti- 

prostitution position understands men as irrationally motivated to buy sex and thus 

fails to challenge the sexological assertion that men need sex. In contrast, 

understanding the buying of sex as rationally motivated and socially constituted in 

and through the organisation of modern liberal democracies, removes its natural 



justification whilst positioning the client's explanation of his need to buy sex within 

the realm of only the social. This positions the demand for sex through prostitution 

as infinitely modifiable. 

The practical implications of such a disturbance to each of the dualisms would differ 

greatly from current policy recommendations. With regard to the prostitute, better 

paying jobs for women in a broader range of occupations would be a policy 

recommendation, but just as essential would be a community awareness education 

programme to give information about prostitution as the servicing of the subject. 

Interviews with prostitutes about the reality of their jobs and their lives, their status 

in the public sphere and the ways in which they deal with the specifics of their 

choice would need to be given a wide hearing. A focus on her experience of agency 

through prostitution could be compared with the ways in which women access 

agency in what are perceived as victimised occupations, lives and/or backgrounds. 

Moreover, it would need to be acknowledged that such an experience of agency is as 

socially significant as her conceptualisation as powerless in and through modern 

liberal democracies. 

This is very different to the recommendations of recent policy documents which have 

tended to focus on her status as (psychological or economic) victim and to that end 

advocated a larger, more encompassing and accessible welfare system. Knowing her 

as victim needs to be balanced with her experience as agent, which can be gained in 

a variety of ways: through her recognition of a double standard in legislation, 

through the act of sex in prostitution; through an internalisation of the label of 

victim; or, through an experience of danger or violence from clients. Also 

important would be to problematise the argument, popular within the pro-prostitution 

position, that the nature of the exchange and the sexual specificity of the job are 

irrelevant to understanding the reality of prostitution. It has been demonstrated 

throughout this thesis that the reality of prostitution is premised upon these 'facts'. 

The sexual specificity of the selling and the buying of sex is due to the organisation 

of prostitution through the publiclprivate split, and the significance of this dualism in 

the perception of the natural attributes of men and women. 



Such a reconceptualisation would also challenge those few policy recommendations 

that take the client into account. As has been discussed throughout this thesis, 

understanding the demand for prostitution as socially constructed does not remove 

the natural foundations of the sex urge. Instead, like sexology, the natural sex urge 

is positioned as socially modifiable. To perceive the urge as socially modifiable is 

not to aspire to remove the notion of the sex urge itself. In contrast, to understand 

the demand as infinitely social means that what is conceptualised as a natural desire 

or need for sex, can be displaced. This can be achieved through altering the 

relationship between men's configuration of self and their status in and through 

modern liberal democracies. As this thesis has demonstrated, it is this 

configuration, rather than any socially modifiable natural urge, that enables men to 

buy sex. 

Policy recommendations that would be initiated from this theoretical reconfiguration 

would, like previous policy recommendations, focus on community education. 

Whilst men would need to be specifically targeted to create an awareness of the 

implications of their paid sexual leisure for both themselves and women, the 

community would need to be informed that buying sex is not the ,result of a 

modifiable sex urge but a rational choice that is planned often months in advance. 

The community would need to be convinced that buying sex perpetuates men's lack 

of responsibility over 'natural urges' rather than being a means of regulating these 

urges without harm. Most importantly, the community would need to realise that 

the existence of prostitution maintains this way of knowing about the male body and 

sexual urges and that these come together in the demand for prostitution. This 

would counter the notion that prostitution is a means of controlling the sex urges of 

the male body, as is argued through sexology, or that the sexual urge can be 

redirected from a desire for the prostitute, as is implied in social constructionist 

literature. Understanding this relationship between buying sex and its current 

justification is the significant difference that a reconfiguration of the mind/body, 

publidprivate, rational/irrational dichotomies can offer. 

In a similar way in which other advertising campaigns have convinced consumers of 

the problems associated with smoking, exposure to the sun and unprotected sex, so a 



campaign aimed at the client's sense of self would plan to make buying sex 

unthmkable, in a similar way in which it currently appears to be for women. This is 

motivated by a very different conceptualisation of why men buy sex, and indicates a 

departure from current policy recommendations which focus on men's relationships 

with women as the source of the problem. As this thesis has argued, the 

relationship between men and women is played out in dramatic form within 

prostitution, but this relationship is part of the organisation of modern liberal 

democracies and not the cause of prostitution. Because prostitution is based on, and 

constituted through, the dualisms of public and private, social and sexual, mind and 

body, gender and sex, it can only reinforce his current configuration of self. It is to 

this relationship between men's minds and bodies, and not to men's relations with 

women, that this reconfiguration takes feminism. 

What this reconfiguration might look like is not clear. Whether it would require 

men to become more embodied or women to become as disembodied as men are 

both viable. However, as this thesis has demonstrated it would be the former 

position that would be most logical given that this configuration of self currently 

precludes women from buying sex. Nevertheless, this thesis has also demonstrated 

that the configuration of women as embodied is not a simple matter of self 

proclamation, but rather is integral to and organised through modern liberal 

democracies. Moreover, it is not simply women's embodiment that is at issue. 

Rather her embodiment may preclude her from buying sex because it also informs 

her status as irrational, and her body as an object of property for the modern 

subject. Certainly, the first step is to recognise that the relationships that currently 

exist between women, embodiment and irrationality and between men, 

disembodiment and rationality are precisely what enable men and women to buy and 

sell sex. 

This focus on the client nevertheless has a number of advantages for the feminist 

position. It removes the prostitute from her centrality in the continuation of 

prostitution, and replaces her with the client. It also offers a model for a critique of 

the client which in no way implicates the prostitute as the victim of his sexual 

excess. Moreover, her status as victim continues to be challenged through the 



rationality of her choice and her active disembodiment during the contract. Placing 

the client as the central actor in the prostitution contract, by focusing attention on his 

ability to buy sex, is to place his relationship to his sense of self as the direction for 

research. However, this is not to argue that the client should become the sole focus 

of attention. What would be as necessary would be information about men's 

relationships to their bodies more generally, and knowledge of why men choose not 

to buy sex. 

The implication of this way of knowing the prostitute and the client is that the 

prostitution debate can be circumvented. The assumptions that drive the two 

positions in the prostitution debate - currently characterised as mutually exclusive - 

can be seen to gain their opposition from mutually shared assumptions (the 

naturalness of sexual relations, the male sex urge, the prostitute as victim or agent). 

The 'pro' and 'anti' sides of the prostitution debate, whilst in opposition, utilise the 

same base assumptions to characterise their positions. To move outside this 

'assumption sharing' and thus articulate a different position within the parameters of 

the debate, is the political outcome of a conceptual disturbance to the rigidity of the 

dualisms. 
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