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ABSTRACT

This presentation will address the complex issues associated with auto-ethnograp hy, subjectivity,
power and praxis that perm eate our field experiences as feminist sociologists doing ethnograp hies within
the Nevada sex industry. By embedding narratives of our own subject positions (as
researcher/voyeurs/feminists in the sex industry) within accounts from our fieldwork, we interrogate the
increasingly widespread use of auto-ethnography. On one hand, auto-ethnography offers the possibility
for a particularly feminist, self-reflexive and political engagement in the field; on the other, it reproduces a
kind of acade mic voyeurism that is at best a new form of thick description, and at worst a sensationalistic
techniqu e that attenuates the already existing systems of power and ine quality within the sex industry.
Examining the politics of this method-in practice and in presentation—-requires consideration of the
relationships between the performative nature of work in the sex industry; our own performances as we
alternately pass and come out as academic researchers, as feminists, as sexual beings in the field and

out; and the performative nature of the texts we produce that document our work.
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Introduction

As we try to write the stories about the seven years we have been doing research on the sex
industry, we increasingly find ourselves telling stories of ourselves. It both helps us make sense of what
we see, and makes for fun stories — Good girls in a bad world, clothed women in an unclothed world. Can
this way of telling, autoethnography, be an importantway out of the pitfalls of power, reflexivity or
representation in feminist fieldwork?

This paper is about the negotiation of self while doing feminist field research in the sex industry. In
a world defined by the virgin/whore, good girl/bad girl dichotomies, and in a world where sex workers have
labeled feminist academics the “good girls” (Bell, Challenging Our Images: the Politics of Pornography
and Prostitution, and Ontario Public Interest Research Group. 1987) what does it mean to be the “virgin”
studying “whores” in the sex industry How do the dynamics of clothed women studying women who
undress for a living influence the research process and place different demands on feminist methods than
other arenas ofinquiry? Further, what does it mean to be feminist scholars studying objectified patriarchal
sub-cultures, like those within the sex industry? Does remaining ‘clothed’ in professionalism undress the
women? Oris it us who are being undressed? Itisin this mirrored room, where ‘she’, the object of sex
industry research, and ‘me,’ the feminist researcher, dance an intricate tango of research, politics and
identity.

Feminist researchers in general, and feminist ethnographers in particular have long debated
issues of power, reflexivity, representation, and textual production. Research on the sex industryin the
United States by American feminist scholars is not unlike first world feminists conducting research on third
world women; the former represents the challenges of negotiating power, representation and privilege
within the internal colony of marginalized, objectified, sex workers, and the latter presents the much
discussed challenges of international feminist re search. Unlike the latter which has received considerable
attention by fe minist scholars (Mohanty 1991), the former has been largely ignored.

And while alternative ways of writing have been debated, (Clifford, Marcus, and School of American
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Research (Santa Fe N.M.) 1986) few have explored the possibilities of autoethnography in sex industry
research.

In this paper we explore this negotiation of self and its relation to the research process. Drawing
on existing feminist critiques of methodology, we first explore the systems of power that inform the nature
of relationships and data gathering when studying the sex industry. Second, we explore competing
performances in the field and in the academy, and play with the notions of “passing” and “coming out” as
loose metaphors for understanding this experience. Finally, we explore whether autoethnographic
fieldwork provide a means of methodological praxis for feminist scholars of sexuality, or does it reproduce

a dangerous patriarchal model of academic voyeurism?

Methods

To address these questions we draw from insights we have gained over several years of
triangulated research methods on the sex industry (Denzin and Lincoln 1998; Denzin and Lincoln 2000;
Lincoln and Denzin 2003). We rely upon data gathered over seven years of sex industry research
conducted in Las Vegas and across Nevada. First, we conducted formal and informal, open-ended
interviews with approximately 75 sex workers. These sex workers are engaged in both the legal and
illegal sex industries; they labor as exotic dancers, porn stars and producers, prostitutes, phone sex
workers, live cyber-porn performers and sex worker activists. Second, we conducted hundreds of hours
of ethnographic field work and observations in various parts of the sex industries. Finally, we kept
autoethnographic field notes on our own experiences, feelings, insights and roles that we performed
during the course of our research in the marginalized and patriarchal worlds of what insiders refer to as
“the adult industry.”

By way of disclosure, it is worth acknowled ging three points of m ethodological significance. First,
neither author has been employed in the sex industry, before, during or since this research. Unlike other
feminist and autoethnographic research inside the sex industry (Chapkis 1997; Ellis and Bochner 1996;

Ronai 1998; Ronai and Ellis 1989), our perspective is that of the outsider, and our fieldwork is based on
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observation. Second, neither author was particularly familiar with the adult industry prior to embarking on
this research. The initial stages of our research in the sex industry—some of which we draw upon
herein—was a process of familiarizing ourselves with the overlapping butdistinct arenas of business that
together comprise the adultindustry. Entering this field of study necessitated taking on new roles within a
new sub-culture; in doing so we began our joumey into the field as well as into new incarnations of our
selves. Finally, both authors entered the field as self-identified feminists struggling both with how to make
sense of the academic debates over prostitution, pornography and the sex industry, and with the complex
experience of living and working in ‘Sin City’ amidst the ubiquitous sexual objectification of women'’s

bodies throughout the Las Vegas tourist culture.

Literature Review: Feminism and Fieldwork

While feminist researchers have long debated issues of power, reflexivity, representation, and
textual productionin research (Reinharz and Davidman 1992; Stanley 1990; Stanley and Wise 1983;
Stanley and Wise 1993), these issues have a particular salience for work on the sex industry. Debates
between scholars on whether the industry represents the most concentrated form of sexual danger for
women as a class, represents sexual liberation for women, or simply must be analyzed as work have
framed most sex work studies. Just as feminists Third World and post colonial theorists have called into
question whether women constitute a single homogenous class about which generalizations can be made,
sex workers as well have criticized prostitution research and the wholesale vision of prostitutes as as
sexual objects (McClintock 1993; Nagle 1997). Further, issues of heirarchy and power are implicated in

these issues. As Ann McClintock point out,

“In the arguments of the anti-sex work lobby, the prostitute becomes the other’s other. A mute,
cut-out paper doll onto which relatively empowered professional women often project their feelings
of sexual frustration, politicalimpotence, and rage. The slave dol image serves as a

ventriloquists’s dummy through which (generally white, middle class) women voice their interests,



July 25, 2003

at the expense of the sex workers’ needs” (McClintock 1993, p. 8-9)

Wolf argues that “the most central diemma for contemporary feminists in fieldwork, from which
other contradictions are derived, is power and these unequal heirarchies or levels of control that are often
maintained, perpetuated, created and recreated during and after field research (Wolf 1996a). In her
review of feminist critiques, W olf argue s that there are three dimensions of power fe minists need to
address when doing feminist research: 1) hierarchies of race, class, nationality, life chances and
urban/rural backgrounds that are embedded in relations between researcher and researched; 2) power is
exerted during the research process and 3) the ongoing importance of textual representation, power in the
post-fieldwork period during which time the resuls are written and active representation of the subjects of
study is constitutes (W olf 1996a, p. 2).

As feminist research is concerned at core with these ethical dilemmas, questions as to how the
researcher can getout of these conundrums have abounded. Strategies for dealing with structured
heirarchies based on identity or race have varied with little consensus on solutions (Freeman and Murdock
2001). While originally arguing that sharing the same gender was enough for feminist research, many
have critiqued the gender essentialism in that perspective, but gone on to argue thatthe ethnographer and
subject must share the same social class, nationality or race (Collins 2000; Wolf 1992). Others argue that
problems of sharing hierarchies do little to resolve the many ethical problems that exist (Lal 1996; Ong
1995; Patai 1990; Visweswaran 1997). Others have argued that while power is important to consider,
power is not always unidirectional (Mascia-Lees, Sharpe, and Cohen 1989; W olf 1996b).

Likewise, the notion of reflexivity and identity has undergone significant conside ration.
Visweswaran has argued that feminists have long lost their “innocense” in realizing the limits of the original
strategy of “identification” with your research subjects (Stacey 1988; Visweswaran 1997). No longer
considering ourselves autom atically insiders as a result of our status as wom en, feminist researchers
have had to rethink the gender/sex distinction and have turned to a more postmodern notion of identity.

Feminist ethnographers now debate “disidentification,” a process of realizing and defining your distance
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from the position of the research subject (Visweswaran 1997). The insider/outsider distinctions are
problematized not just by the way we traditionally think of heirarchies, butnow we are coming to see a
more fluid notion of identity. Writers such as Maria Lugones, Gloria Anzuldua and Christine Sylvester look
at feministresearchers/subjects as we move and shift across and between social boundaries (Anzaldaua
1987; Lugones 2000; Sylvester 1994).

At the same time as we have debated power and identity, so too have ethnographers searched for
alternative ways of textual representation, arguing that the voice of distant authority is no longer adequate
to capture an abstract ‘truth” about the field (Visweswaran 1994) (Behar and Gordon 1995) (Clifford,
Marcus, and School of American Research (Santa Fe N.M.) 1986) (Fonow and Cook 1991; Marcus and
Fischer 1986). There has been greater attention to the discourse in which life is captured. There have
long been alternative ways of writing in ethnography, including diary, memooir, review, life story,
autobiography, travelogue. But in recent years, feminists and others have argued for making the subject
more visible, sometimes called giving voice to the subjects (Brown 2001; Patai 1988; Scheper-Hughes
1992; Shostak and Nisa 1981). Shostak in fact gives her subject co-authorship in her book, Nisa, the life
and Worlds of a 'Kung woman. Others have argued for moving the researcher into a more visible
position, using autobiographical or dialogic modes of representation (Ellis 1993; Kondo 1990; Linden
1993; Stanley 1992; Wolf 1992) Orr, 1990 of feminist self reflexive accounts (Naples and Sachs 2000;
Narayan 1997)(Uma Narayan 1993). Patti Lather has drawn from Clifford’s (1994) notion of messy texts
in her accounts of women with HIV (Lather 2001). These approaches have not been without criticism.
Wolf argues that the paralysis sometimes wrought by over attention to representation is worse than the
damages of ethnographic authority (W olf 1992).

Wi ithin the sex industry there have been arguments as to whether the voices of sex workers

themselves should be hears. As Nagle has said,

“To momentarily don Marxist headgear, one could argue that the production of feminist discourse

around prostitution by non-prostitutes alienates the laborer herself from the process of her own
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representation” (Nagle 1997, p. 2).

Nagle goes on to argue that this doesn’t automatically discredit non-sex worker feminists, but
does say itis time to look for other possible interpretations. Just as in other fields, authors such as Wendy
Chapkis (1997) have asserted that their own perspective is partial, and have included at length the voices
of sex workers, and their own experiences entering into sex work in their writings.

Most recently, autoethnography has been discussed as a postmodern attem pt to completely
remove the subject/object divide in writing by writing only from the perspective of the researcher.
Authoethnography emerged as a “new ethnographic” form in the early 1990s. Beginning primarily in
sociology, communication, anthropology and education (Bochner and Ellis 2002; Brents 1999; Clough
1997; Denzin 1997; Ellis 2000; Ellis and Bochner 1996; Richardson 2002), auto-ethnographic methods
challenge the modern distinction between researcher and subject in fieldwork. By advocating that the
researcher make herself one of the objects of study, autoethnography is premised on a confessional
epistemology of self-reflexive revelation and analysis. Adding the voice, the story, the field experiences of
the researcher as data, autoethnography re-focuses the direction of ethnographic inquiry from a unilateral
gaze outward at others to either an internal gaze into the self or a multidire ctional analytical gaze into self
and other simultaneously. Though this new method has been adopted by som e feminists (Johnson 1999),

it has received very little serious consideration from scholars of feminist methods.

Refiguring power and reflexivity

Field I: Sex Industry

Within the sex industry, traditionally thought of hierarchies of race, class, gender, sexual
orientation, life chances, urban/rural background are compounded with the power and privilege of cultural
constructions of sexuality. Sexuality, is particularly relevant with respect to cultural hierarchies and sub-

cultural systems of power. By cultural hierarchies we refer to the cultural stereotypes and values that
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elevate the status of virgins (both literal and metaphoric) and good girls who conform to hege monic
gender constructions, and that devalue and marginalize whores (again, both literal and metaphoric) and
bad girls whose gender performances fall outside mainstream gender role expe ctations. This well
documented historical dichotomy pits groups of women in this hierarchy of gendered power against one
another and, in doing so, reinforces patriarchal culture. This dynamic is only exacerbated in contexts that
are themselves explicitly patriarchal such as strip clubs, pom and prostitution businesses. In fact, feminist
academics are consistently referred to as “good girls” by sex workers in this arena where sexuality is the
dominant defining hierarchy (Bell, Challenging Our Images: the Politics of Pomography and Prostitution,
and Ontario Public Interest Research Group. 1987; Chapkis 1997).

The pervasiveness of the sexual identity within us, and the refigurings of power that must be

attended to are evidentin this excerpt from Barb’s journal in the early stages of the research.

We are at Little Darlins’ watching the nude dancers. Kate and | getup and go to the restroom, she
first. Just before we get to the door, the bouncer steps in front of me and says, “you can’t go in
there.” | am confused. Kate looks surprised, because they are not stopping her. The guy
continues to stand in my way. Then it dawns on me, he thinks I'm a guy. Then he stumbles, “oh,
I'm sorry” and quickly and abruptly gets out of our way. | felt for a moment like | wanted to cry. |
am a woman. | really am. | should have been happy to not be female in this place where
performing ‘woman” is thatwhich | have always resisted. The woman to be gazed at. The woman
designed to draw “the look.” The woman that sees other like-woman as competitors. The woman
that Kate and | are not supposed to be when we are in the strip club. Yetthe only woman the

bouncers know as Woman. Feb. 25, 1996

That which em powers women in the world of the adult industry is that which is valued m ost:
bodies, image and sexuality. One mechanism of resistance to traditional institutional power for women

laboring withing in the sex industry is embodiment and manipulation of women’s sexual power. In the sex
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industry, young, hegemonically beautiful women have much more sexual power than we do, and this
contextual fact com pete s with our power as professional academic researchers. In the world of the adult
industry, having a PhD has litie currency, but having a perfect body has a tremendous value. Itis a
mistake to say we are studying up because it misses the traditional value of the body. In the world of the
sex industry, we as researchers lack a sexualized gender power in which our subjects are masters. Far
from reversing the traditional hierarchies of priviege afforded good girls over bad girs, professionals over
laborers, or researchers over subjects, this heretofore unarticulated power dynamic in adult industry

research poses a new quandary for feminist scholars of commercial sex.

Field II: Academia

Though feminist methods tend to focus on power dynamics in field research, it is equally
important to consider the way feministresearch is presented and received in the academic field of study
as well as the field in which we conduct research. To consider power dynamics in the former is standard
methodological practice for feminists (Cancian 1992; Freeman and Murdock 2001; Oakley 2000; Reinharz
and Davidman 1992) to consider power dynamics in the latter is typically reserved for theoretical and
political treaties, not methodology (Smith 1987). However, when conducting research on the sex industry
and women who work within it, both fields of power com e into play in unique ways.

In academia, as in other professional occupations, there is considerable pressure for women to
perform their gender in ways that conform to dominant expectations. To be taken seriously as a scholar,
women have to do more than just quality teaching, research and publishing; women have to perform the
roles of teacher, researcher and scholar cautiously. Face work is of param ount importance for wom en to
establish and maintain the kind of institutional credibility that affords professional success (Goffman 1971;
Kanter 1993). To succeed in one’s disciplinary field, even in today’s more e quitable acade mic
environment, women’s performances must be calculated: study serious topics, embody professionalism,
publish prolifically, and ke ep your private life—desire, se xuality, relationships, family—private.

Presentations of self in the disciplinary fields in which we labor may well contradict the demands of entry

10
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into the field of research, especially in the case of marginalized sexual sub-cultures such as the adult

industry.

Negotiating Field | and Field Il

To gain entry into various arenas of the sex industry, we have had to negotiate our performances
and manipulate our presentations of self within both of these fields. As scholars with academic
credentials and a university affiliation we were generally taken seriously by owners, managers and
gatekeepers in the adult industry. Guaranteeing that we were neither cops nor competitors, neither
jealous wives nor devious girlfriends, neither journalists looking for a scandalous scoop nor groupies
groping for access, being professors afforded us a kind of access that might well otherwise have been
more difficult, if not altogether elusive. Similarly, as women we were typically granted a kind of cache that
is unlikely to be extended to men. The women we were interested in meeting, observing and interviewing
had a different and arguably less hierarchical relationship to us than male academics who may try to
achieve the same. To gatekeepers, the fact of our femaleness was a kind of insurance that we weren'’t
perverts trying to play a new angle to get close to “the girls.” As Wolf states, “Clearly, many feminist
researchers have drawn upon patriarchal relations to gain access and at times have played upon their

race, class position and/or their status as women when it was useful” (W olf 1996a, p. 9).

I metthe owner of a Las Vegas outcall entertainment service in the course of our fieldwork. He
was extraordinarily kind, in that way that screams “sex!” No, he doesn't give interviews. Maybe
someday he’d tell us his story. “Why don’tyou call me, Kate, and I'll consider it?” He was young,
relatively well educated, charismatic and very definitely a bad boy. | was single, young,
professional, and terrified of him. lIdon’t know why, exactly. Except that part of me was flattered
by his attentions given that he is in the business of beautiful women; the rest of me was repulsed
by his blatant manipulations and angry that | would pay him any heed at all to get an interview. |

knew it had to be the blond effect at work again. Eventually, after several business meetings in the

11
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field, he called to invite me to dinner. | declined gracefully, feeling it was more of a date than a
data gathering opportunity. He insisted, said it didn’t matter if| “had a boyfriend or whatever”, that
we’d just talk over a good meal and good wine. He'd decided to tell me things after all, but just me
and just overdinner. | went, insisting that I drive myselfand that it was an interview. Well, he
never let me turn on the tape recorder, and after he had spent hundreds of dollars | left him with
an aw kward professional handshake in the parking lot, a hodge-podge of relatively unreliable
stories in my head, and anxiety about what it all meant. Is this feminist research? Was | a bad
girl for saying yes to the dinnerinterview? Was | hopelessly naive, the real geek that | always
thought myselfto be, for thinking | could turn the evening into work? Thatl went and it never

turned to good work leaves me feeling uncertain, embarrassed and silly. (Kate 1997)

With respect to the sex workers themselves, once we had gained initial access, the gender
dynamics of interaction in the field changed. Performing our traditional roles as scholarly, academic
researchers and feminists grappling with sophisticated theoretical debates about sex and sexuality, may
get us in the door, butthis presentation of self was much too ‘geeky’ for us to win the trust and confidence
of the women from whom we were interested in leaming. Getting good interviews, being taken-in’to the
inner circle and trusted with information and perspectives that delved deeper than the usual superficial
scripts of sex workers lives, required building a connection with our informants in the field that differed
dramatically from that which we construct in our daily professional lives.

In short, to be taken seriously as women in academia we are always facing the challenge of
downplaying our sexuality, performing our gender in appropriate ways, and consciously working hard to be
taken seriously as scholars and professionals. This necessitates a repression of other parts of ourselves
as women and sexual beings. On the other hand, doing fieldwork in the sex industry relies upon a wholly
different performance of our gendered and sexual selves. Building the kinds of connections with our
subjects that allowed conversation to get beyond the surface of stereotypes and packaged answers

required that we proactively dealt with structuralissues of race, ethnicity and class, as well as sub-cultural

12
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dynamics of sexuality and personal revelation. Itis difficultto ask probing personal questions about sex,
bodies, relationships, and power, or to spend hours observing intimate bodywork accomplished by sex
workers while simultaneously holding our own separate, reserved, professionally concealed by the cool
rational demeanor of our professional selves. The same parts of ourselves that are repressed, de rigeur,
in our disciplinary field of sociology are the sides of ourselves that must be shared and exchanged as a

kind of currency when doing fieldwork in the sex industry.

Competing Performances: The Dynamics of Passing and Coming Out

Although we cannot hide our race and gender, there are other aspects of our identity that may be
less obvious. Feminists have struggled with presenting and representing their selves and the
problems, dilemm as and contradictions of engaging in deception. (Daniels 1983 cited in W olf
(1996:11). This is one area in which our power and control offers us the choice to construct and
(re)shape our selves to our subjects, playing on the different positionalities of the researcher and
the researched. This is particularly the case when researchers are farenough from home that
their research subjects do not encounter many of their families and friends, whereas our
respondents are usually surrounded by kin and friends and cannot similarly withdraw, hide and

alter aspects of their identity (Wolf 1996a, p.11).

In this section, we consider the questions: what kinds of com peting role performances are
required in the field and inthe academy for feminist scholars studying sex workers? How do these
influence the nature of the research? To do so, we first consider the politics of location and epistemology
in fieldwork. Then, we consider the ways in which the metaphor of ‘passing’ and ‘coming out’ functions as

a useful model for the com plex presentations of self required to do feminist fieldwork in the sex ind ustry.

13
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Kate and | had to go testify on a bill regarding the sex industry at our state’s legislature. We
dressed up all nice and professional and sat in the room while waiting our turn. We broke for
lunch before we spoke. We ran into a friend of mine who is a lobbyist for Clark County and
started chatting and laughing. Another lobbyist sheepishly came up and Betsy introduced us.
This guy was almost red, asking if Betsy knew us professionally. Yea, she said questioningly,
these are good friends of mine. Later B etsy told us that we were the talk of the hallways.
Apparently word had gotten around that there were two call girls testifying on the bil, and we had

been targeted as the two most likely candidates.

Feminist fieldworkers, ethnographers and researchers have lied about personal facts like marital
status, nation of origin, religious affiliation, personal history, social class and other personal characteristics
in order to facilitate entry into the field and build relationships with subjects and informants (*). Arguing
over whether and to what degree feminist researchers may take license with their own biography while in
the field, these quest-for-data driven sins of omission and commission have been widely debated by
feminists (*). Strikingly absent from these discussions are the more subtle and nuanced questions of the
presentation of self (Goffman 1971). In the field, the “who am I?” questions and assertions that go beyond
declarations of status, revelations of biographical history, or statements of fact are typically overooked;
these are the questions of style, of performance, of personal revelation and sub-cultural affiliation that
often make-or-break researcher relationships. In sex industry research, these are of paramount
importance.

Geographic distance and social context are relevant issues here. While many feminist
researchers grapple with the challenge of how to present themselves in the field, this is most oft
addressed when studying ‘foreign’ cultures in places far rom ‘home.” The geographic as well as culkural
distance creates a kind of chasm that re quires conscientious consideration on the part of intre pid
researchers. The benefit of these more traditional ethnographic scenarios is that researchers are

temporally and spatially separated from their personal and professionallives. Leaving atleast the
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overwhelming majority of one’s colleagues, students, families and friends behind to do distant fieldwork
creates a kind of liminal space in which researchers have more freedom to represent themselves and their

lives as they see fit (Ronai 1998).

First ime: approximately 1lam at a 7-11 store kitty-corner to the hotel where | was staying on my
job interview at UNLV, butwhere | had come down with aterrible flu that required middle of the
night medicine. Sleepy, high fever, sick, blond hair in messy pony tail, wearing shorts and a t-shirt
(the only thing | had other than work clothes for my interview). “Hey, you look terrible. Somebody
mess with you? You want me to call the cops?”said the store clerk, laughing. | caught the
expression on the face of the grubby looking man in line behind me in the reflection of the metallic
hot dog rotisserie behind the counter; itwas a blend of scom and lust. | shivered, but it wasn’tthe
fever. They thought | was a hooker! | stammered, trying to explain Iwas in town fora job
interview at the university, that | had gotten sick. More laughter. | paid and fled feeling worse

than when | walked in.

Clearly, research on ‘home populations’, or groups, settings and sub-cultures that are embedded
in our own cultural milieus, afford less performative freedom on the part of researchers because there are
likely to be more connections, even overlap, between the field of study, the disciplinary field of work, and
our personal lives and relationships. However, com bining this with feminist research on the sex industry
(and likely other controversial, semi-underground sub-cultures) yields a different set of spatial
arrangements. Most of our work is done geographically close to home, in some cases literally in our
neighborhood, and yet when we are in the field we are nearly completelyimmersed in a world distinct from
our university lives, our friends and our families. The result is a highly pliable identity and the opportu nity
to give com fortable performances informed by the norms of the society in which we reside, but malleable
due to the sub-culturalisolation of the adult industry from the social networks and realms in which we

normally matriculate.
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Sex workers are sometimes in a similar situation. Itis often the case that their work worlds rarely
collide with their non-work lives, though this is somewhat dependent upon their social networks and what
parts of the sex industry they labor. In general, though, women in the sex industry report a high degree of
performativity with respect to their commercial constructions of them selves compared to their non-work
personas (*).

The overriding issue here concems the politics and epistemology of location and identity. Though
Reinharz (1992, p.260) talks about the epistemology of insiderness and Kremer (1991) presents the
notion that only women can fully understand other women in the field, this feminist standpoint perspective
(Hartstock 1987 (Haraway 1988; Harding 1991; Smith 1990)) has been complicated by notions of
differences among and between women (Nicholson 1990). As Dorothy Smith powerfully argues, we can
only know socially constructed worlds from within them; in short, location shapes epistemology. But, what
does it mean to be ‘within’ the world of one’s subjects and informants? Entree into the field is clearly a
necessary, but not sufficient, condition of gaining ‘insider’ status. In addition, shared location in terms of
identity or, personality (W olf 1996a), is a crucial component to e stablishing epistem ological connections.
Traditionally, within varieties of standpoint theory, this is conceptualized in terms of gender, race, class,
ethnicity and other statuses reflective of social priviege (Collins 2000; Harding 1993). To this, we have
added sub-cultural dynamics of power and exchange which are situational in nature. In short, though we
are women talking with and observing other women, gender is only really meaningful immediately upon
entry into the field; then, the dynamics of gender performance, sexuality, body image and self-revelation
become just as germane. In the sex industry, what it means to be a woman and to negotiate gender is
central to the dynamics of the women’s labor. As such, this dimension is central to any possibility of
building a relationship with sex workers and to understanding the socially constructed world of the adult

industry from within.

The second time: in my red Acura Integra at a stop light approximately 4 blocks from Las Vegas

Boulevard. | hear a beep-beep nextto me and glance over. The man in the blue car to my right is
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doing the “roll down your window” gesture with his hand. | smile, thinking he’s going to ask
directions; | had only been in Vegas a couple of weeks and knew | would be of little help to him.
Then he yelled over, “How much?” | was confused. “For my car?” He laughed a deep, hearty
laugh thatdidn’t feel right atall. Where had | moved to? Why did | come here? It hit me like aton
of bricks, he didnt mean my car, he meant me. Semiotic signifiers: red spornty car; young woman
with blond hair; not far from the Las Vegas Strip. Semiotic meaning: whore. Everything is
possible in sin city; everything is for sale. |was furious, scared, embarrassed. The rest of that
lightwas the longest of my light | fel his leering eyes buming into me. After Idrove away from
my solicitor, | felt bad. Hell, not for him. For the women for whom the se offers are their living.

Why was | ashamed? Why was | so scared, so uncomfortable being one ofthem? Wasn't | just
stereotyping them, marginalizing them, reinforcing the patriarchal system that gets all of us,
somehow? | should be proud to be prostitute, right? Thatway | would be honoring those women,

challenging the system. We have to study this phenomena. Otherwise, | help to victimize.

Herein lies the rub: though the world of the sex industry is geographically and spatially close, it is
sub-culturally separate from our professional and personal social networks. This allows for a different kind
of researcher performativity that maximizes shared epistemological connections on the basis of gender
dynamics that are contextualized and multifaceted, in our case here, meaningful in the adultindustry (see
Haraway 1991; Rofel 1993; Enslin 1990; Mani 1990). However, the presentations of self of sex industry
researchers in the field run the risk of being diametrically opposed to our roles as feminist academics in

the university. How is this accomplished and to whatends?

17



July 25, 2003

— Insert Diagram 1 about here —

ACADEMIA FIELDWORK
PASSING COMING OUT PASSING COMING OUT
Professionals Voyeurs in the field Sexy & strong Professionals
Serious Scholars Sex Industry Researchers Cool & Fun Serious scholars
Academics Cool enough to do the work Chic & Knowing Bookish academics
Feminists Pro-sex leaning feminists Pro-sex women Feminists

Passing

It is difficult therefore, and perhaps less than useful, to argue that there are indeed any pure

insiders as opposed to outsiders (Wolf 199X:16).

The competing role performances required of fe minist sex industry researchers in the field and in
our disciplinary environs, lead to a complex series of different presentations of self. The self thatwe need
to present in academia to retain our legitimacy, even to avoid alienating fellow feminist scholars for whom
the sex wars is a touchy topic at best, is hardly compatible with functioning well as researchers in the field
of the adult industry. These professional role performance s that emphasize our status as academics are
useful for ope ning doors and gaining entree to the field. However, if maintained, they would surely stifle
our ability to ask the right questions and elicit non-superficial answers from our informants. To get good
data from sex workers requires building empathy, connections and a kind of verstehen (Reinharz and
Davidman 1992; Weber, Gerth, and Mills 1946) that is more than just non-judgmental, it needs to be
appropriate to the sub-cultural context, and the social constructions of gender and sexuality that have
currency therein. In short, we need to draw upon our experiences and the parts of ourselves thathelp us
connect with the socially stigmatized bad-girls’ with whom we share the field. Interestingly, these are the

same parts of ourselves that we repress in order to maintain ‘face’ in our profe ssional lives.
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We call this negotiation of our presentations of self, passing®. Passing involves a kind of

performative revelation of particular aspects of oneself in order to strategically manage impressions in
particular social settings (Goffman 1971). To pass is to recognize that we don’t have one, stable identity
that is always perfectly complete and transparent; instead, we have a complex array of social statuses that
we occupy, roles that we play, and diverse interconnected elements that constitute our ‘self.” Passing
requires selective revelation of particular aspects of one’s self; in fact, this general principle is not unlike
the kinds of selective revelation that sex workers use in the course of their emotional and sexual labors
(Chapkis 1997). Admittedly, to pass requires a certain amount of power and priviege. Those among us
who are most marginalized are less likely to have the resources, both personal and situational, to pass as
otherwise. This being said, passing is a common phenomena in fieldwork and one that is rarely

acknowledged, let alone examined.

We were in a fancy restaurant located inside a casino/hotel in Reno, Nevada. Prostitution is
illegal there, but we were with a huge group of prostitutes-rights advocates, seated at a long table
in the middle of the restaurant. Barb and | stood out like sore thumbs, or at least it felt like it to
me. | kept trying notto be embarrassed by all the loud sex talk and high-decibel comments about
being prostitutes. They were happy to be together, they were indulging us with stories and
information galore, and they were notworking so there’s no reason they shouldnt be proud, loud
and relaxed. | knew | should be, too. But | was worried. Was | cool enough? Would I get all the
sexual references? Could others around us tell that | wasn’t one of them? | was disgusted that |

cared about that, but | couldn't fully shake itand my catholic guilt Everytime ‘anal sex’ or

Y1t is important to acknowledge that we recognize this language as an appropriation of that of the
black experience and sexual sub-cultures, particularly gay/lesbian/bisexual/trans persons. It's usage at
one level is admittedly different than what we are talking about here, as there are far more severe
consequences failure in the process passing and coming out. However, the sexual metaphor of passing
and coming out involves demands of self-restraint and self-revelation that are relevant for feminist sex
industry researchers. We mean no disrespect in using these terms; on the contrary, we celebrate their
history and use them in the spirit of critique of the power relations that persist in society, especially with
respect to non-mainstream sexual sub-cultures.
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‘cunnilingus’ or ‘blow job’ was blurted out loudly in a story, | felt myself look around. But lalso
laughed, feeling delightfully included in this group of strong, wise, activist women, many of whom
were self-identified feminists. Then someone across the table asked, “So, do you work?” “Yes,
yes” | shouted back over. “Oh, good. That's great” she said before moving on to something else.
Then it hit me: she meant did | WORK, as in sex work. What should 1do? To force the
conversation back to that moment to correct myself seemed too much; too much denial, too much
attention on the topic. To not do so felt deceptive, which | hadn’t meant to be. | waited for the
right moment all through the next course and finally got to say, as nonchalantly as | could muster,
“I'm a professor. | study the sex industry. Never worked in it though, but it's wonderful to learn

about it from y’all.”

We are closer to being insiders in the sex industry when we reveal and draw upon our private lives
and sexual, gendered selves. Yetwe remain outsiders because we cannot pass as full participants; we
have no lived experience of selling sexual fantasy or sex itself. This distances us from our subjects, who
live lives shaped by their own marginalization as bad-girls, deviants, whores and sluts. Their labors, even
when legal, remain stigmatized and their perspectives bare this mark. Nonetheless, emphasizing our
academic, public selves has the effect of accentuating our outsider status. And so, we found ourselves
passing, sometimes actively and consciously, but most of the time awkwardly and even sub-consciously.
Entering the field of sex industry research and studying women sex workers me ant passing as both
virgins, as serious and legitimate scholars, and whores, or women who are com fortable with, open about,
and in tune with their sexual desires, skills and selves. We had to learn toremain clothed but cool enough
to pass in unclothed worlds, sometimes as the only dressed women in aroom. But we had to learn to
undress our public sphere selves enough to build meaningful and open relationships with sex workers who
were willing to open-up and share with us. In many ways, this is akin to the ways sex workers have to
cultivate dual-identities to survive. On one hand they need to play-up the bad girl image in order to make

money in their field; on the other, they have to find neutralizing tactics in order to maintain face in the world
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beyond the adult industry where bad girls are stigmatized and ostracized.

Unlike other feminist researchers who grapple with whether to lie or mislead their subjects about
statuses they occupy in their real lives, we have never had to deal with that kind of deception in our
fieldwork. We have always been professors, honest about our family roles and personal relationships and
unentangled in webs of outright deception. Passing is much milder, much more common, and yet much
less discussed. It is the subtle revelation of different layers of oneself to suit the demands of context.

And, make no mistake, passing is just as critical in the subtly patriarchal world of academe as in the highly

sexualized patriarchal sub-culture of sex work.

Coming Out

Passing is nota singularact. Itis a series of selective revelations that are sometimes routinized,
som etimes scary, sometimes exhilarating and liberatory. The se diverse, situational performances of self
simultaneously invite their opposite: coming out. By ‘coming out’ we refer to the ways in which we reveal
aspects of our seff that are repressed in a particular passing performance. When ‘passing’ inthe sex
industry in order to build connections, trust and empathy with our informants, we still ‘come out’ as
professors, as heterosexuals, as girlfriends and wives, albeit som etimes more selectively than other times.
When ‘passing’ in academia, we still have to ‘come out’ as sex industry researchers who spend time in the
world of the adult industry and take seriously the lives and words of our sex worker informants. Doing so
often involves—or atleast invites questions about-more revelation of our private sphere selves and
personal lives, desires and practices than would typically be the case in our professional lives. In short,
coming out is the fulcrum that balances performances and that evidences our passing. Without coming
out, our passing performances would ap pear monolithic, ade quate re presentations of our whole selves.
But coming out puts passing in perspective by offering glances into the other worlds in which we
matriculate, and by giving voice to the other parts of ourselves that we perform at other times, in other

places.
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We had Carol Leigh, better known as Scarlot Harlot, a writer, prostitute and activist, come to
speak in a class Kate and | team taught on the sex industry, and at a 3 night public forum in Las
Vegas on the Sex Industry, one of the firstlegitimate public discussions onthe issue. She went
on about how good we were, how brave we were, she was so impressed. | felt so good
afterwards. In my notes | took while she was talking | wrote “She is so good at giving affirmations,
| would almost pay her to hang around me. Nah. Its more meaningful to get it for free.” Carol
Leigh, also said thatnow we have Whore Stigma. For a long time | couldn’t igure out what she

meant.

Performing Feminist Sex Industry Research: A Critical Re-evaluation

In terms of the power hierarchies inherent in different positionalities, some argue for or attempt
downplaying differences to reach a more egalitarian relationship (Mies 1982, 1983, 1990; Bronstein in
Reinharz 1992:29), but others believe that such attempts are disingenuous since the relationship can
never be egalitarian or reciprocal (Reinharz and Davidman 1992).

Judith Stacy (1991:114) argues that attempting to generate a friendship between a feminist
researcher and her subjects can be more manipulative than not. To the extent that such friendship is a
tool to achieve greater intimacy and, in turn, generate better data, the relationship is ripe for exploitation.
On the other hand, Reinharz (1992) argues thatfeminist researchers who work to build relationships
based on empathy and intimacy with subjects should not be confused with friendship. We argue that
using a performative methodology which involves drawing upon and sharing differentaspects of ourselves
in the fields in which we labor is akin to the latter; itis a strategy for minimizing the power differentials that
flow in both directions between researchers and subjects, as well as a means of building empathy,
understanding and the kind of intimacy that frank conversations and interviews about sex work requires.
Friendship, as distinct from evolving presentations of self, involves doing things together that surpass the

demands of fieldwork and actively blur boundaries of work and play. We have assiduously avoided these
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kinds of conflations, even as we have cultivated relationships and engaged in two-way dialogues about
sensitive personal issues, feminist issues, and controversial issues within the sub-culture of the adult
industry. The distinction, in short, is not only possible but desirable.

As Pat Caplan (1993b:78) asks: Who are we for them? And, who are they for us? Doing so
raises the issue of reflexivity and role-reversal between subjectand object. We are simultaneously the
object and subject of research in our interactions with informants; and our subjects are both the observed
object and the observing and acting subject. To pass and come-out with multiple sides of ourselves,
strategically, is to also recognize that our subjects and informants are likely to do the same. lItis also to
acknowledge what we believe to be a widespread practice and bring it into the discourse of feminist

methodological practices.

Post-Fieldwork Power: Autoehnography as Feminist Praxis?

Representing subjects through writing the research, Wolf (1996) reminds us, is a time when
power again becomes an issue. The notion of re presentation becomes yet another critical phase in
getting beyond the traditional power imbalances in representing women'’s lives.

Wolf argues that there are two methodological ways in which we can address the power
imbalances she identifies in the research process: consciousness raising and participatory or action
research. We argue that there is another way. that is bringing autoethnography into the writing process,
through authoethnographic field notes, the inclusion of autoethnographic writings in the repertoire of
writing results, or even byrelying exclusively on autoethnography. The shifted gaze that results when we
blur the lines between us and them has implications for meth ods of d oing research.

Autoethnograp hy is writing about oneself. It speaks and describes from the first person. The gaze
is turned on oneself. It exposes ourselves as objects of study. Autoethnography comes entirely from the
subjective position. In the process, the researcher becomes both gazer and the gazed at.

Because autoethnography comes entirely from the subjective position, it erases at some level, the
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entire set of problems that come from re presenting ‘the other’ from within one position in the hierarchy.
The difference between self and other becomes completely transparent. The writing as objective
dispassionate scientist is erased and replaced entirely with the emotion and standpoint of place. The
confessional aspects of the narrative allow for a much deeper scrutiny of the relations between the
researcher and that which is being researched.

Obviously, from this subjective position, itis much easier to problematize the power of
‘personalities,” as Wolf calls it, or identity. But more than simply laying transparent the identity of the
writer, it problematizes that this identity is itself fixed. When suddenly the world is turned on ourselves, we
must explain ourselves to the reading audience. Rather than rest on a fixed label for our position, we can
write the multiple experiences of our multiple identities. Good autoethnography writes identities rather than
starts from their fixity.

And finally, the shifted gaze renders more complex the configurations of power that act on
women’s lives. To write from the betwixt and between, to question, as Elspeth Probyn (Probyn 1993)
does: “Am | she? Is she me?” is to problematize the power that has maintained the distinction between the
good girl and the bad girl. The thin blurry, moveable disappearing line that separates us from them is the
space in which we can examine the configurations of power, the institutions, the regimes that construct
and control discourses of both woman and prostitute. W hen the line between us and them is blurred, a
top down view of power becomes a less powerful explanation. Stimulating the confusion between me and
she stimulates the lines erected by these institutions and discourses between good girl and bad girl, thus
potentially dismantling their power. Itboth reveals power over us, reveals powerin places where it might
otherwise be hidden, and reveals that power can flow in many directions. Itis able to acknowledge the
multiple levels of power and back and forth flows.

Autoethnograp hy also has the possibility of making evident the power in the discipline. We
acknowledge that we have to put on a different face in the field, butalso acknowledge, problematize, and
name this. Intelling autoethnography entirely from a subjective position, it flips the gaze. Suddenly the

world isturned on ourselves, and we must explain ourselves to the reading audience. This flipping of the
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gaze is the power

On the other hand, autoethnography itself can be more dangerous than being the objective voice
of detachment. It is both voyeuristic and self indulgent. In telling the story of ourselves in the process of
research, we make ourselves the center. The story becomes a story about an academic doing research
in the sex industry, not a story about the sex industry. We risk loosing whatever objective “truths” can be
learned about the sex industry, which is an especially important loss in a stigmatized arena where there is
precious little dispassionate “truth” that is told.

But further, in turning the gaze on ourselves, we risk making invisible or atleast secondary the
women whose stories so desperately need to be told. Once again, those withoutthe power and resources
to tell their own story are never heard.

Finally, the voyeurism that drives the sex industry, for better and for worse, becomes the central
dynamic in the autoethnography as well. The audiences’ desire to see into the researcher is what makes
autoethnography work, in much the same way as the desire to see the woman is what makes the sex
industry work. In a sense, the comm odification of the voyeur is what drive s the sex industry. And so, to
play on that same voyeurism reproduces the basic relations that make the sex ind ustry.

But while it is easy to criticize autoethnography in this regard, to lay bare this voyeurism is to lay
bare the voyeurism of all research. The hierarchy between the watcher and the watched is impossible at

any level to eliminate. At least with autoethnography it becom es more transparent.

Conclusion

We started this paper by asking whether a particular way oftelling the story of sex work,
autoethnography, be an important way out of the pitfalls of power in feminist fieldwork? Can
autoethnography get us beyond the debates about doing research on the sex industry?

On one hand, auto-ethnography offers the possibility for a particularly feminist, self-reflexive and

political engagement in the field; on the other, it reproduces a kind of academic voyeurism that is at best a

25



July 25, 2003
new form of thick description, and at worsta sensationalistic technique that attenuates the already existing
systems of power and inequality within the sex industry. Examining the politics of this method-in practice
and in presentation—-requires consideration of the relationships between the performative nature of work in
the sex industry; our own performances as we alternately pass and come out as academic researchers,
as feminists, as sexual beings in the field and out; and the performative nature of the texts we produce
that document our work.

In many ways, being reflexive about what it means to be "good girls" studying "bad girls" gives us
even more insightinto understanding the sex industry and the possibility of moving beyond the pro sex,
anti sex tenor of the feminist sex wars. But the method of putting ourselves in simultaneous
epistemological spaces allows even more. The autoethnographic method allows us to see our selves as
we simultaneously pass and come out, passing as the transition between identities and spaces, coming
out as introducing a new identity into our repertoire. We were and are always betwixt and between the
surveillance of the sex industry and the surveillance of the University.

We watch each other watching. | watch Barb. She watches me. | watch them. | watch myself

watching. lIwatch others as Itellthem about the experience of watching. Others watch me telling

my storied truth-tales. My audience watches my subjects and the reflecting of me inthem. My
subjects watch my audience watching them through me. Everyone is watching.

In this between and betwixt state, who is clothed, who is unclothed, who is dressing, who is doing
the undress ing blurs in a dizzying self-reflexive haze driven by the engine of the desire to look.

Can autoethnography be a way out of the dilem mas of power in fem inist ethnography? No, it

can’'t. Butitis one more “truth” that must be added to the tales.
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