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Description 

The phrase “sex work” strikes most of us as paradoxical, confusing what we imagine to 

be an act of intimacy and pleasure with the banality of a nine-to-five job. Indeed, from 

prostitution to “exotic” dancing, sex work is seen as breaching important social divisions 

between labor and leisure, public and private, necessity and desire. It‟s likely because of 

this confusion that our culture casts opprobrium on those who work in sex trades. Exotic 

dancers aren‟t paid entertainers but bad mothers (Striptease). Prostitutes don‟t negotiate 

the sex trade but are entrapped by it, never to escape (Born into Brothels). Female porn 

actors do what they do not because they want to do it but because they‟ve been raped or 

abused as children (Howard Stern). In sum, mainstream culture slings personal attacks 

against people whose labor threatens the way we perceive the social order. 

 

This course examines sex work as a particular form of gendered labor. Our aim is to 

understand sex workers as workers and to figure out what it is about their labor—

“selling” embodied fantasy and desire—that disturbs citizens of modern capitalist 

societies. To this end, we will analyze the significance of sex trades operating as variable 

economies, at turns local (urban prostitution) and global (sex tourism), regulated 

(pornography) and criminalized (sex trafficking). We will also consider why the 

exchange of women‟s bodies is important for the management of power in the sex trade 

and in modern capitalist societies more generally. Finally, we will attend to the views of 

sex workers themselves, for their experiences suggest it is still a relative luxury in this 

world to be able to separate one‟s body or “intimate” sphere from the means by which 

one earns a living. 

 

This course presents both transnational and U.S.-based case studies of sex work in 

prostitution, exotic dancing, and pornography. In order to foreground interdisciplinary 

dialogue of sex work issues, these case studies are illuminated by a variety of texts, 

including ethnographies, movies, investigative accounts, government reports, and 

memoirs by sex workers. This course fulfills the University research (R) requirement and 

would appeal to students from women‟s studies, anthropology, public policy, sociology, 

and history, as well as the humanities. 

 

Materials 

Texts: Alexa Albert, Brothel: Mustang Ranch and Its Women (2001; New York: 

   Ballantine, 2002) ISBN 0449006581 

Denise Brennan, What’s Love Got to Do with It? Transnational Desires and Sex 

   Tourism in the Dominican Republic (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004) 

   ISBN 0822332973 
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 Diablo Cody, Candy Girl: A Year in the Life of an Unlikely Stripper (New York: 

   Gotham, 2006) ISBN 1592402739 

 Audacia Ray, Naked on the Internet: Hookups, Downloads, and Cashing in on 

   Internet Sexploration (Emeryville, CA: Seal Press, 2007) ISBN 1580052096 

 Iceberg Slim, Pimp: The Story of My Life (1967; Los Angeles: Holloway House, 

   1987) ISBN 087067935X 

 Michelle Tea and Laurenn McCubbin, Rent Girl (San Francisco: Last Gasp, 2004) 

   ISBN 0867196203 

 

Photocopied material: available on Blackboard under Course Documents 

 

Expectations and Assignments 

1. Class participation 

a. You are expected to come to class on time, having completed the assigned readings, 

and prepared to contribute thoughtfully to class discussion. Regular attendance is 

expected throughout the semester. More than two unexcused absences will result in the 

lowering of your class participation grade by one degree (e.g., A  A-) per unexcused 

absence. 

b. Online submission of discussion questions is an important component of your class 

participation grade. Over the course of the semester you are expected to post at least four 

sets of questions to the Discussion Board on Blackboard. Each set of interrelated 

questions (minimum of three) should raise important points about the readings for class 

discussion. You are expected to post at least one set of questions for each Unit; each set is 

due the day before the text(s) you consider will be discussed in class. 

 

2. Essays 

You will write two 4-5 page essays that respond to assigned texts in Units 1 & 2 and 

Units 3 & 4. Essay prompts will be made available in class two weeks prior to the essay 

due dates (October 9 and November 21). All essays must be typed and double-spaced 

using a 12-point font and one-inch margins. 

 

3. Final paper 

You will write a final paper, 8-10 pages in length, on a topic of your choice. The final 

paper must integrate original and/or archival research into analysis of any topic related to 

the course; it may substantively expand on one of the two previous Unit essays. The final 

paper must be typed and double-spaced using a 12-point font and one-inch margins. 

 

Evaluation 

Class participation (including attendance and online participation) 25% 

Essay #1        15% 

Essay #2        20% 

Final paper        40% 

 

Schedule 

Readings designated by asterisks are available on Blackboard 

 

LABORING BODIES 

building a critical feminist vocabulary for the study of sex work 
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August 26: Introduction 

 

August 28: *Kathleen Barry, “Prostitution of Sexuality” 

  *Carol Queen, “Sex Radical Politics, Sex-Positive Feminist Thought, and 

     Whore Stigma” 

  *Valerie Jenness, ”From Sex as Sin to Sex as Work: COYOTE and the 

     Reorganization of Prostitution as a Social Problem” 

 

UNIT 1: OPEN SECRETS 

prostitution, society, and the question of agency 

 

September 2: Alexa Albert, Brothel: Mustang Ranch and Its Women 

 

September 4: Albert, continued 

  *Nicole Bingham, “Nevada Sex Trade: A Gamble for the Workers” 

 

September 9: Iceberg Slim, Pimp: The Story of My Life 

 

September 11: American Pimp (dir. Albert and Allen Hughes) 

  Slim, continued 

  *Elizabeth Bernstein, “Modern Prostitution and Its Remnants” 

 

September 16: Michelle Tea and Laurenn McCubbin, Rent Girl 

 

September 18: Tea and McCubbin, continued 

  *Elizabeth Bernstein, “The Privatization of Public Women” 

 

UNIT 2: THE TRAFFIC IN WOMEN 

sex workers in transit 

 

September 23: *Kathleen Barry, “Traffic in Women” 

  *Sheila Jeffreys, “Trafficking, Prostitution, and Human Rights” 

  *Kevin Bales, “Thailand: Because She Looks like a Child” 

  *Victor Malarek, from The Natashas: The New Global Sex Trade 

 

September 25: Lilja 4-Ever (dir. Lukas Moodysson) 

  *Trafficking and globalization readings, continued 

 

September 30: *Jo Doezema, “Forced to Choose: Beyond the Voluntary v. Forced 

   Prostitution Dichotomy” 

  *Alison Murray, “Debt-Bondage and Trafficking: Don't Believe the Hype” 

  *Wendy Chapkis, “Soft Glove, Punishing First: The Trafficking Victims 

     Protection Act of 2000” 

  *Laura María Agustín, “The Conundrum of Women's Agency: Migration 

   and the Sex Industry” 

 

October 2: Denise Brennan, What's Love Got to Do With It? Transnational Desires 

   and Sex Tourism in the Dominican Republic 
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October 7: Brennan, continued 

 

October 9: ESSAY #1 DUE 

  No class 

 

*** FALL BREAK *** 

 

October 16: Discussion of research requirement for the final paper; methods of 

   constructing an argument; responsible citation practices 

 

UNIT 3: INTIMATE ENCOUNTERS 

the rules of engagement in exotic dancing 

 

October 21: Diablo Cody, Candy Girl: A Year in the Life of an Unlikely Stripper 

 

October 23: Cody, continued 

  *Katherine Frank, “The Production of Identity and the Negotiation of 

     Intimacy in a „Gentleman‟s Club‟” 

 

October 28: *Bernadette Barton, “Dancing on the Möbius Strip: Challenging the Sex 

     War Paradigm” 

  *Heidi Machen, “Women‟s Work: Attitudes, Regulation, and Lack of 

   Power in the Sex Industry” 

  *Gregor Gall, “Sex Worker Unionising in the United States” 

 

October 30: Live Nude Girls Unite! (dir. Julia Query) 

  *Exotic dancing and labor readings, continued 

 

November 4: *Anne Allison, from Nightwork: Sexuality, Pleasure, and Corporate 

   Masculinity in a Tokyo Hostess Club 

  *Ara Wilson, “The Economies of Intimacy in the Go-Go Bar” 

 

November 6: *Don Kulick, “Four Hundred Thousand Swedish Perverts” 

  *Elizabeth Bernstein, “Desire, Demand, and the Commerce of Sex” 

 

UNIT 4: MAKING IT BIG 

how pornography and capitalism mix 

 

November 11: *Sharon A. Abbott, “Motivations for Pursuing an Acting Career in 

     Pornography” 

  *Jenna Jameson, from How to Make Love like a Pornstar 

 

November 13: The Girl Next Door (dir. Christine Fugate) 

  *Abbott and Jameson, continued 

 

November 18: *Frederick S. Lane III, “The Thin Blue Line” 

  *Jeffrey Escoffier, “Gay-for-Pay: Straight Men and the Making of Gay 

   Pornography” 
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November 20: *Jeffrey Escoffier, “Porn Star/Stripper/Escort: Economic and Sexual 

   Dynamics in a Sex Work Career” 

  *T. Denean Sharpley-Whiting, “„I See the Same Ho‟: Video Vixens, 

   Beauty Culture, and Diasporic Sex Tourism” 

 

November 21: ESSAY #2 DUE 

 

November 25: Audacia Ray, Naked on the Internet: Hookups, Downloads, and Cashing 

   in on Internet Sexploration 

 

*** THANKSGIVING *** 

 

December 2: Ray, continued 

 

December 4: Conclusion 

 

December 11: FINAL PAPER DUE 


