
Listening to the Language of Sex Workers: An
Analysis of Street Sex Worker Representations
and Their Effects on Sex Workers and Society

Item Type text; Electronic Dissertation

Authors McCracken, Jill Linnette

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:31:10

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/194013

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/194013


LISTENING TO THE LANGUAGE OF SEX WORKERS: AN
ANALYSIS OF STREET SEX WORKER REPRESENTATIONS AND

THEIR EFFECTS ON SEX WORKERS AND SOCIETY

By

Jill McCracken

_______________________
Copyright © Jill McCracken 2007

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the

DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
For the Degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY
WITH A MAJOR IN RHETORIC, COMPOSITION,

AND THE TEACHING OF ENGLISH

In the Graduate College

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA

2007



2

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA
GRADUATE COLLEGE

As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation
prepared by Jill McCracken entitled Listening to the Language of Sex Workers: An
Analysis of Street Sex Worker Representations and Their Effects on Sex Workers and
Society and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement for
the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy.

_______________________________________________________________________ Date: June 21, 2007
Ken McAllister

_______________________________________________________________________ Date: June 21, 2007
Melissa Ditmore

_______________________________________________________________________ Date: June 21, 2007
Amy Kimme Hea

_______________________________________________________________________ Date: June 21, 2007
Sally Stevens (SIROW)

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate’s
submission of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College.

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and
recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement.

________________________________________________ Date: June 21, 2007
Dissertation Director: Ken McAllister



3

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an
advanced degree at The University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library
to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library.

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission,
provided that accurate acknowledgment of source is made. Requests for permission for
extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be
granted by the copyright holder.

SIGNED: ______________________________________
Jill McCracken



4

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

First and foremost, I want to thank my participants. Without them, this
dissertation would not exist. I also want to thank Ken McAllister, my dissertation chair,
mentor, and friend. Thank you for your constant support, optimism, and belief in me and
my scholarship. You made me realize how important it is to work with people I respect
and admire, as I do you. I owe a tremendous amount of gratitude to my committee
members, Amy Kimme Hea, Sally Stevens, and Melissa Ditmore. All of your individual
and collective contributions have made this dissertation much stronger. Amy, thank you
for pushing me and envisioning this project in its larger framework—it is much more
complete due to your suggestions. Sally, thank you for your perspective and
encouragement—they are both greatly appreciated. And Melissa, thank you for your
willingness to work with and make yourself available to me and for your consistent
support. Your insights have contributed to my ability to more thoroughly represent my
participants along with the complicated issues that surround them and their work.

I also want to thank my local support network for their readiness to listen, talk
through the issues, and read portions of my dissertation. Thank you Juliana, Meg, Rowan,
Kim, Leigh, Beth, and finally, Erica—for being so supportive during the final days of
writing and especially for helping me realize I really could get it done on my timeline.
And thank you, Natalie, for being my emotional, intellectual, and even co-parental
support—especially throughout the last year. From our initial conversations into our
continually deepening relationship, you have sustained and encouraged me. You have
also compelled me to take risks, ask difficult questions, work toward finding their
answers, and have the patience to sit with the discontent as both the questions’ answers
and myself are continually being rediscovered, constructed, and created.

And to my family, thank you for supporting and sustaining me through this long
journey. Thank you, Dad, for asking questions, being willing to listen, and pushing me—
always. Thank you for teaching me how to write. And finally, thank you for acting as my
“fifth committee member,” which made the dissertation much stronger. Thank you,
Mom, for believing in me, always listening to me, and supporting my work—emotionally
and intellectually. You have given me the gift of curiosity and shown me how important
it is to listen. To my daughter Keila: I have finally finished the “dissreetation,” and I can
start making dinners again! And to my daughter Hannah: Thank you for spending so
many hours “entertaining” the baby and making him laugh. Nathaniel, thank you for
being both a reason for and a distraction from finishing—it wouldn’t be the same without
you. And finally, to my husband, thank you for listening for so many, many hours, even
when you did not want to hear one more word about academia, language, sex work and
rhetoric, in particular. Thank you for supporting me every step of the way—through my
initial changes in topic, the fundraiser, my conceptualization of the data gathering, and
through the gathering, analysis, and long hours of writing. Thank you for the time and
love you have contributed to our family, for believing in me, and for loving me
throughout. It would not be the same without you.



5

I dedicate this dissertation to the one we lost….I miss you and think of you often.

I will never forget your smile, your energy, the stories you told Nathaniel and your long

conversations with him—the many times you made him laugh and smile—and me right

with him. Thank you for sharing yourself with us. I will never forget you.

I also dedicate this dissertation to my participants. Thank you for sharing your

knowledge, numerous detailed explanations, stories, and your laughter and tears—a part

of your lives even—with me. I have learned more than you can ever know. Thank you for

trusting me.



6

TABLE OF CONTENTS

LIST OF TABLES.............................................................................................................13

ABSTRACT.......................................................................................................................14

CHAPTER ONE INTRODUCTION: “PROSTITUTION” / “SEX WORK” / “THE

EXCHANGE OF SEX FOR MONEY OR DRUGS,” REPRESENTATIONS, AND

THE MATERIAL CONDITIONS OF THESE WORKERS’ LIVES.........................16

1. Sex “Trafficking” and Women Who Exchange Sex for Drugs or Money.................23

2. The Material Conditions of the Lives of Women Who Exchange Sex for Drugs or

Money ....................................................................................................................27

A. Social Status..........................................................................................................29

B. Control and Power Over and Within Working Conditions ...................................30

C. Experiences of and Adjustment to the Work ........................................................32

D. Arrests ...................................................................................................................32

E. Drug Use and Risk of HIV/AIDS..........................................................................33

F. Resident Issues/Responses ....................................................................................35

3. Local Material Conditions .........................................................................................37

A. Arrests ...................................................................................................................39

B. Drug Use and Risk of HIV/AIDS .........................................................................39

C. Resident Issues/Responses ....................................................................................41

4. Calls for Change ........................................................................................................44

5. My Research of the Subject .......................................................................................46

6. Model of Critique.......................................................................................................48



7

TABLE OF CONTENTS - Continued

7. Components of Analysis ............................................................................................50

CHAPTER TWO METHODOLOGY: A MULTISITED ETHNOGRAPHY OF THE

LANGUAGE SURROUNDING WOMEN WHO EXCHANGE SEX FOR MONEY

OR DRUGS .................................................................................................................54

1. A Note Regarding the Structure/Purpose of this Dissertation ...................................56

2. Data Collection ..........................................................................................................57

A. Site One: Literature Surrounding Street Sex Work ..............................................57

B. Site Two: Public Figures’ Language Surrounding Street Sex Work. ...................57

C. Comparisons..........................................................................................................58

D. “Sex Worker” Festivals.........................................................................................58

E. Fieldwork...............................................................................................................59

F. Public Figures ........................................................................................................64

G. Women Who Exchange Sex for Money or Drugs ................................................67

H. Transcription .........................................................................................................75

3. Data Analysis .............................................................................................................76

A. Analysis and the Data Collection Process.............................................................76

B. Coding and Analyzing Data ..................................................................................77

C. Critical Discourse Analysis...................................................................................78

CHAPTER THREE SITE ONE: NEWSPAPER ARTICLES ABOUT STREET SEX

WORK .........................................................................................................................81

1. Introduction................................................................................................................81



8

TABLE OF CONTENTS - Continued

2. Methodology..............................................................................................................82

3. The Data: Categories..................................................................................................88

4. The Data: Corpus Analysis ........................................................................................98

5. The Data: Words and Clusters .................................................................................100

6. The Data: Rhetorical and Ideological Analysis .......................................................106

7. Who Gets to Speak?.................................................................................................107

8. Representations of Prostitutes and Johns.................................................................112

9. Personal Choice/Responsibility as a Solution..........................................................115

10. Conclusions and Continuation ...............................................................................120

CHAPTER FOUR INTERVIEWS WITH PUBLIC FIGURES: A DESCRIPTION OF

THE PROBLEMS AND SOLUTIONS SURROUNDING STREET SEX WORK .122

1. Introduction..............................................................................................................122

2. Methodology............................................................................................................125

3. Participants...............................................................................................................126

4. The Language Surrounding Street Sex Work ..........................................................128

5. Prostitution versus Sex Work...................................................................................130

A. History.................................................................................................................130

B. “Sex Wars”..........................................................................................................132

6. Participants’ Language.............................................................................................134

7. Prostitute as Dehumanizing Term ...........................................................................136

8. Sex Worker as an Alternative? .................................................................................140



9

TABLE OF CONTENTS - Continued

9. My Language ...........................................................................................................144

10. Description of the Problems Related to Prostitution/Street Sex Work and Their

Implied Solutions .................................................................................................146

11. Who is the Victim: The Neighborhood or the Women? ........................................148

12. The Neighborhood: Economic Status and Quality of Life ....................................149

A. Zoning and Ownership........................................................................................150

B. Poverty ................................................................................................................151

C. Neighborhood and Residents as Victims ............................................................152

D. Domino Effect.....................................................................................................153

E. Drugs, Violence, and Crime ................................................................................154

F. Witness and Exposure..........................................................................................156

G. Resident Awareness/Activity..............................................................................157

H. Arrests .................................................................................................................158

I. Us versus Them ....................................................................................................160

J. Reflections on Neighborhood/City Responses.....................................................161

13. The Women: Safety and Health .............................................................................163

A. Safety ..................................................................................................................164

B. Health ..................................................................................................................165

C. Substance Use and Abuse ...................................................................................166

D. Stigma .................................................................................................................167

E. Woman as Victim................................................................................................168



10

TABLE OF CONTENTS – Continued

14. The Johns ...............................................................................................................171

15. Summary of Findings.............................................................................................173

A. Neighborhood Association Leaders and Police Officers ....................................173

B. Social Service Agents and Activists....................................................................174

C. Other....................................................................................................................175

16. Conclusions: Language and Agency/Problems and Solutions...............................176

CHAPTER FIVE SITE THREE AND CONCLUSION: INTERVIEWS WITH STREET

SEX WORKERS AND REFLECTIONS ON THE LANGUAGE SURROUNDING

STREET SEX WORK ...............................................................................................180

1. Introduction..............................................................................................................180

2. Methodology............................................................................................................183

3. Participants...............................................................................................................189

4. Participants’ Language.............................................................................................190

5. Representations of Prostitutes and Johns.................................................................193

A. Personal and Public Perceptions of Exchanging Sex for Money or Drugs.........195

B. Representations of Johns.....................................................................................205

6. The Problem.............................................................................................................208

7. Drug Use ..................................................................................................................209

A. Drugs as an Escape .............................................................................................213

B. Consequences ......................................................................................................215

8. Reasons for Not Exchanging Sex for Money or Drugs ...........................................217



11

TABLE OF CONTENTS - Continued

A. Jail/Prison as Deterrent .......................................................................................217

B. Relationships/Support .........................................................................................219

C. Violence ..............................................................................................................220

9. Alternatives ..............................................................................................................221

A. Change ................................................................................................................221

B. Help Others .........................................................................................................222

C. A Better Life........................................................................................................222

10. Comparisons ..........................................................................................................223

A. Language.............................................................................................................223

B. Representations of Men/Johns ............................................................................226

C. The Neighborhood and Its Residents ..................................................................227

D. Health ..................................................................................................................228

E. Violence/Safety ...................................................................................................228

F. Abuse/Poverty/Neglect ........................................................................................229

G. Victim Status.......................................................................................................230

H. The Problem........................................................................................................230

I. Arrests/Jail/Prison.................................................................................................232

J. Personal Responsibility and Change ....................................................................233

K. Contradiction: Prostitution as a Human Activity versus the Need for Change ..236

11. Ideological Analysis...............................................................................................237



12

TABLE OF CONTENTS – Continued

12. Alternative Ways of Speaking and Thinking about the Exchange of Sex for Money

or Drugs ...............................................................................................................243

13. Additional Research...............................................................................................246

14. Conclusion .............................................................................................................247

APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT FLIER .......................................................................248

APPENDIX B: TERM AND CLUSTER SEARCHES AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES

TERMS AND CLUSTERS WERE FOUND ............................................................249

APPENDIX C: PUBLIC FIGURE SAMPLE INTERVIEW GUIDE.............................255

APPENDIX D: STREET WORKER SAMPLE INTERVIEW GUIDE .........................258

APPENDIX E: CHAPTER 5 REFERENCES TO THE CENTRAL ISSUES

ADDRESSED IN CHAPTERS 3 AND 4..................................................................262

WORKS CITED ..............................................................................................................264



13

LIST OF TABLES

TABLE 3.1, Categories, numbers, and percentages of articles found directly related to

Street Sex Work from 1997-2006 ................................................................................91

TABLE 3.2, Categories, numbers, and percentages of articles found related to Non-Street

Sex Work from 1997-2006 ..........................................................................................95

TABLE 3.3, Terms and the number of times each term was found in the entire corpus of

articles related to Sex Work from 1997-2006 (listed in alphabetical order)..............100

TABLE 3.4, Terms and the number of times each was found in the entire corpus of

articles related to Sex Work from 1997-2006 (listed from greatest to fewest)..........104

TABLE 3.5, Outline of the focus areas found in newspaper articles regarding

women/prostitutes and men/johns based on twelve articles that focus on Street Sex

Work from 1997-2006 ...............................................................................................114

TABLE 4.1, Description of the problems, victims, and solutions according to the above

findings ......................................................................................................................176



14

ABSTRACT

This dissertation argues that the material conditions of many street sex workers—

the physical environments they live in and their effects on the workers’ bodies, identities,

and spirits—are represented, reproduced, and entrenched in the language surrounding

their work. My research is an ethnographic case study of a local system that can be

extrapolated to other subcultures and the construction of identities, while situating sex

work and the industry as rhetorical constructions. My research offers an example of how

an examination of the signs and symbols that comprise “material conditions” can be

rhetorically analyzed in order to better understand how goals, agendas, interests, and

ideologies are represented and implemented through language. Located central to my

analysis are the street sex workers’ voices.

I use an ideological rhetorical analysis, or rhetorically—the study of how

language shapes and is shaped by cultures, institutions, and the individuals within them,

and ideologically—the identification and examination of the underlying assumptions of

communicative interactions. I delineate how these material conditions are reproduced

and, at times, subverted, and I offer an outline for modifying the discourse used in policy

in ways that are more empowering and authentic to sex workers’ lives.

Policy makers, activists, and academics, among others, wrestle with complicated

issues to analyze and write laws and policies and to design social services. Discourse is

always at the center of these struggles. Because my study investigates the language of
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policy-making and the people who forge it, it has implications for ethics and policy in

relation to gender studies, cultural studies, and ethnographic research.

Examining the rhetorical constructions and interactions and their related effects

on policy elucidates the discursive complexity that exists in meaning-making systems.

This analysis also offers an explanation of how constructions can be made differently in

order to achieve representations that are generated by the marginalized populations

themselves, while placing responsibility for this marginalization on the society in which

these people live.

.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION:

“PROSTITUTION” / “SEX WORK” / “THE EXCHANGE OF SEX FOR MONEY

OR DRUGS,” REPRESENTATIONS,

AND THE MATERIAL CONDITIONS OF THESE WORKERS’ LIVES

Within this first sentence, the title of this chapter even, I make claims about

language and sex work. How do I write this introduction, stating what this dissertation is

about, without using the words that are commonplace because they are contested,

complicated, and often serve to reproduce the stigma associated with them? Perhaps by

questioning the words from the beginning. “Prostitution,” “sex work,” and “exchanging

sex for drugs or money” are the terms and phrases most often used in the field (both

academically and socially).1 These terms refer to commercial sexual services performed

in exchange for material compensation. Quoted often as “the world’s oldest profession,”

some scholars argue that the concept of prostitution is a social construction that is

relatively modern, created as an identifiable concept only within the last two hundred

years. For example, in “Helping Women Who Sell Sex: The Constructing of Benevolent

Identities,” Laura Agustín argues that the term and identification of the prostitute was

invented to create a pathetic victim who required “saving.” Prior to the late eighteenth

and early nineteenth century, Agustín argues, “the buying and selling of sex was treated

1 I call attention to the terms commonly used to describe the activities of exchanging sex for drugs or
money, such as “sex work” and “prostitution” by placing them in quotes in order to show that these terms
are political and place the people who practice these activities in predetermined places, often based on the
political and moral stance of the speaker. For readability, I only place the words in quotations when I first
use them.
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as one of an array of social offences” and that there “was no word or concept which

signified exclusively the sale of sexual services” (9-10). During this time period, middle-

class women created the classifications of prostitution and prostitute in order to have

someone to “help,” providing not only employment for these rescuers but also an activity

that helped them to feel good about themselves. This construction also created a

governmental avenue through which these women were able to pass “down” their own

values, which were the “middle-class” values of the family, to those whom they identified

as prostitutes. Agustín argues that scholars do not question the construction of the term

prostitute and that by uncritically deploying this term, they continue to reproduce the

stigma associated with it and ultimately hurt the women and men who are participating in

commercial sex.

Perhaps, then, what needs to be talked about are commercial sexual services

provided for material compensation. And yet even that definition needs to be questioned.

Commercial sexual services, and many other types of services, are exchanged for all

types of material compensation. The term prostitution makes it easy for the reader to

categorize the object of the identification. The terms prostitute, sex worker, and others, in

addition to the definition itself (commercial sexual services provided for material

compensation), make it easy to identify and categorize certain activities in specific ways.

And yet the women and men who are the objects of this discourse do not easily fall into

one category or another—especially in light of Agustín’s critique where she argues this

category of prostitute, as imposed upon a whole person, was never applied to a person,

but rather an act, prior to the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. The act of
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exchanging sex for subsistence or material gain became the identifying mark of these

people. So even to focus on the word—the identification of an act—serves to reproduce

the stigma and the identification of people who perform this act in certain ways.

Within feminist debates these terms are also contested. Although the term

prostitution is well known and even used by most people, the term sex work, initially

coined by Carol Leigh, is not used as often in laypersons’ conversations. Leigh created

this term, in her words, as an attempt to “reconcile my feminist goals with the reality of

my life and the lives of the women I knew. I wanted to create an atmosphere of tolerance

within and outside the women’s movement for women working in the sex industry”

(“Inventing Sex Work” 225).2 Words such as prostitute, sex worker, or “victim of sexual

exploitation” are used within these debates, and the choice of words reflects the

viewpoint of the speaker. But each “choice,” as Agustín underscores, “essentially asks

whether a woman who sells sex must by definition be considered a victim of others’

actions or whether she can enjoy a degree of agency herself in her commercial practice”

(“Helping Women Who Sell Sex: The Construction of Benevolent Identities” 1).

Although complicated by many scholars, the victim versus agent dichotomy holds fast in

many debates. The language positions the speaker on one side or the other of the debate

while also positioning the object of the discourse as one who is acting or being acted

upon. Neither “victim” nor “agent” does the person who is the subject of the discourse

justice.

2 Although this term is well known in the academic and activist communities, many people who are
identified as sex workers by these populations do not identify themselves as such. This is particularly
applicable to my research population. I did not use the term in my interviews with street workers, but I use
it here in order to academically define a population for an academic audience.
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And yet there are women and men who are identified as prostitutes, sex workers,

or by other similar terms. The fact that these words and the transactions these words

signify—and do not signify—have been so widely discussed and debated implies that

there is a great deal we still do not know, not only about the transactions and the people

who participate in these transactions, but about the words and their power to define and

reproduce these concepts that are so thoroughly contested.

So how do we talk about people who are identified as those who exchange or sell

sex for money or other material gain without having the language to talk about them?

And how do we create a language that doesn’t risk reproducing the stigma and identities

that most likely are not how the subjects of these statements self-identify?

I do not have the answers to these questions, but one might begin to find an

answer by examining how these women are talked about, by lay people, in the media, and

by those who work most closely with them, and then by talking to the women who are

participating in these transactions in order to better understand how they identify

themselves, their actions, and their lives.3 There continues to be a desperate need to better

understand those who, in addition to participating in other acts, perform commercial

sexual services in exchange for material compensation. As Ronald Weitzer argues in Sex

for Sale: Prostitution, Pornography, and the Sex Industry:

We need a more careful examination of the ways in which sex workers
themselves experience and describe their work (negatively, positively, or
indifferently), the operations of specific sectors within the industry, and

3 Analyzing issues surrounding male and transgendered sex workers and alternatively identified sexualities
in sex work is beyond the scope of this project. Although these issues are extremely important to consider
in an analysis of sex work, trying to include them in this analysis would unnecessarily complicate the study
by involving those ideologies and discriminations that arise when concepts of gender and sexuality beyond
the “mainstream” are involved.
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the politics and control of sex work. This information is necessary to help
us make informed decisions about legal and social policies. […] We have
a substantial body of research on street prostitution, but even here we need
to know more about the dynamics of this trade on the ground (which
requires careful ethnographic observation) and about the stratification of
street work: that is, variations by status, race, and place and the
consequences for the workers. (“Why We Need More Research on Sex
Work” 3, 13)

Through a multi-sited ethnographic participant/observation and interview study

and an rhetorical analysis of the discourse used about street sex workers and surrounding

sex work, I have investigated how these women are identified and how the material

conditions—the physical environments they live in and their effects on the workers’

bodies, identities, and spirits—are represented, reproduced, and entrenched in the

language surrounding this work.4

I made these choices in order to create a proximal analysis whereby I focused on

the layer furthest from the actual street workers (or that written in the newspapers) and

then moved toward the center by analyzing the language that both public figures and

women who exchange sex for drugs or money used to talk about sex work.5 In addition to

analyzing the documents that describe and address sex work, I triangulated this analysis

through conversations and interviews with women who exchange sex for money or drugs

in order to better understand how they understand and explain the material conditions of

4 For lack of a better word, I am choosing to use the phrase women who exchange sex for money or drugs as
opposed to the more political terms prostitute or sex worker. “Women who exchange sex for money or
drugs” is also political, and yet the phrase does not identify the woman who is participating in this
transaction as a victim or an agent—but rather describes one event in which the woman participates. As a
point of clarification, this phrase, women who exchange sex for money or drugs, could be applied to any sex
worker, but within my context, when I use this phrase, I am specifically referring to women on or near the
street who are exchanging sex for money or drugs, or street sex workers.
5 For the sake of consistency and readability, I use the terms sex work/ers, prostitute, and prostitution in the
context in which they are most commonly used rather than changing these terms to women who exchange
sex for drugs or money.
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their own lives, those represented in the literature, and their view of how these material

conditions are represented in the discourse used by themselves and others. By working

and spending time with these women, I created an environment that contributed to my

understanding of the language they and others use to describe their lives. By interviewing

and talking with these women about my analysis, I was able to better understand the

representations of these material conditions and how they actually relate to these

women’s lives. This triangulation includes discussions about their goals, their roles in the

sex industry, and their understanding of themselves in the community and society at

large. Through this analysis, I articulate the underlying ideologies of the language

surrounding street sex work and show how these ideologies represent, reproduce, and

entrench traditional ideas about sex work, sex workers, and the material conditions

surrounding sex workers’ lives.6

I use an ideological rhetorical analysis, by which I mean, rhetorically—the study

of how language shapes and is shaped by cultures, institutions, and the individuals within

them, and ideologically—the identification and examination of the underlying

assumptions of communicative interactions. Not only is the language examined, but also

the underlying belief systems that are contained within the language. I draw on Barry

Brummett’s concept of the mosaic as another way of understanding ideology. Brummett

argues that an individual orders her world by constructing patterns, or mosaics, that make

their experience meaningful while at the same time creating herself as a subject who is

6 In undertaking this research, my primary concern is not about justifying a particular view of women who
exchange sex for money or drugs in terms of decriminalization, legalization, AIDS, health issues, violence,
racism, sexism, or any of the other myriad issues that are involved with and are products of these types of
transactions.
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positioned by the pattern (84). Therefore, ideology, or the mosaic, is constructed by the

individual in a way that makes her known experience meaningful, while it also constructs

the individual as a subject who is recognizable within that same pattern. Examining and

deconstructing these mosaics is a way of better understanding the underlying belief

systems or patterns of experience that “make sense”—to an individual or individuals—

while revealing how their own positions are created and reflected by that same belief

system or pattern.

This process of creating mosaics is a process of managing meaning, and this

struggle over meaning management is one over which patterns should be employed in

order to create or recognize meaning. Rather than Brummett’s mosaic, I use the image of

a kaleidoscope to represent this concept because a slight shift can change the pattern

and/or picture. The kaleidoscope represents the individual nature of our own selves and

our readings of texts and patterns of experience.

These voices and my analysis are also influenced by the national discourses

related to women and men who exchange sex for drugs or money. I call attention to these

national discourses because the discourse at “both” national and local levels cannot be

separated or analyzed separately. The national media discourses influence the local

media, the discourse used in social service and enforcement agencies, and in the language

of the people I interviewed. An example of the blending of discourses occurs in

Brummett’s explanation of the “Challenger Disaster” as a rhetorical transaction, or “a

complex of mosaics created within a certain time frame” (70). This event consisted of

individual mosaics: President Reagan’s first television message, local newscasts, local
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eulogy services, etc., all of which make up the “disaster” as a whole. And yet some

mosaics create more dominant patterns than others. This same explanation can be applied

to the national and local discourses surrounding and used by people who exchange sex

for drugs or money. Various mosaics make up an individual’s and society’s viewpoints

related to these transactions. Although I have analyzed the local perspectives at length,

the national discourse and therefore these national mosaics are also present and must be

considered as inseparable in many ways from the local discourses. Analyzing both the

national and the local discourses necessarily complicated my research, but in a way that

could not be avoided. To try to separate the “two” into “separate” discourses would be

overly simplistic, allowing for nuances of language and belief systems to be overlooked

and ignored.

1. Sex “Trafficking” and Women Who Exchange Sex for Drugs or Money

International sex trafficking is defined as a commercial sex act that is induced by

force, fraud, or coercion, or in which the person induced to perform such acts has not

reached eighteen years of age (Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of

2000). Although these acts have existed for thousands of years, during the past ten years

within global, transnational, and capitalist contexts, governments, the media, non-

governmental organizations (NGOs), and individuals have increasingly brought the issue
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to the world’s attention.7 Within this context, trafficking has been commonly thought of

as a problem existing in countries outside the United States (perhaps most strikingly by

the citizens of the United States). And yet in-depth reports such as The New York Times

cover article “Sex Slaves on Main Street” reveal that sex trafficking is happening within

United States borders (Landesman). To help combat trafficking both domestically and

worldwide, the United States government has responded with the Victims of Trafficking

and Violence Protection Act of 2000, the Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization

Act of 2003, the Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization Act of 2005 and the

proposed Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization Act of 2007.8

The definition of sex trafficking is different from that of prostitution by choice,

although various political and academic groups based on their own moral and political

agendas often conflate the two. And at times, the two are not easily separated. Susanne

Thorbek argues in Transnational Prostitution: Changing Global Patterns that it is

difficult to distinguish between people who have been trafficked and those who have not:

A woman may decide to go abroad, knowing she will work as a prostitute,
and then find the conditions under which she has to work and the payment
of the debt and the interest rates charged unacceptable; in this sense she
may be considered a victim of trafficking. Another woman may be lured
or cheated into the trade but decide that, in the circumstances, her best
option is to go on. Has she been trafficked if she does not want to be
liberated? (5)

7 Trafficking is also a contested term. As Agustín argues in “Migrants in the Mistress’s House: Other
Voices in the ‘Trafficking’ Debate,” the migrants who are characterized as victims of trafficking are
defined by only one side of the contemporary debate because the migrant women’s own descriptions of
what they are doing contrasts drastically from that of outsiders. Agustín also contests the problem of
defining some women as “victims” and others as “helpers” within this same debate. Social Politics (2005).
8 Although the word trafficking seems to imply movement, the law does not require that a person be moved
from one place to another to fall under this umbrella. Trafficking occurs against a person in terms of force,
fraud, or coercion, or if the person is under eighteen. Similar to drug trafficking, sexual trafficking is the
illegal sale of persons specifically for sexual use.
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This stance is controversial and complicated, especially as it relates to transnational

issues. Women and men who are trafficked and forced to perform sexual acts are not free

to choose their work, and therefore, they are not identified as sex workers or women and

men who trade sex for drugs or money but rather as “slaves” or “victims.” Women and

men who choose to perform sexual acts for any kind of economic gain or security are

defined as sex workers. And yet, like Thorbek, Agustín complicates these distinctions in

her article “The (Crying) Need for Different Kinds of Research,” in which she discusses

five Latin American women who are connected with the sex industry. She writes:

Given the very different stories these women have to tell, labeling them
either ‘migrant sex workers’ or ‘victims of trafficking’ is incorrect and
unhelpful to an understanding of why and how they have arrived at their
present situations. The placing of labels is largely a subjective judgement
dependent on the researcher of the moment and is not the way women talk
about themselves, something like the attempt to make complicated
subjects fit into a pre-printed form. (30)

Agustín argues for a framework of migration studies in order to think about those who

work in sex, domestic, and “caring” services and advocates locating these women as

migrants, which then “allows consideration of all conceivable aspects of people’s lives

and travels, locates them in periods of personal growth and risk-taking and does not force

them to identify as sex workers (or as maids, or ‘carers’, for that matter)” (31). Her point

about identification underscores my own, because it is in this identification that certain

acts and attributes are emphasized while others are ignored or erased completely.

Questioning these terms from the beginning requires that these layers are teased apart and

opened up for further examination. Talking to the women themselves then allows for a
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fuller, more complicated, analysis of the discourse and how it relates to society’s

understanding of these acts and the women who perform them.

In addition to national and international movements, sex work is also debated at

national and local levels. The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) reports that there

were 79,700 prostitution/commercialized vice arrests in the United States in 2002. Most

scholars believe the number of arrests vastly under represent the number of people who

are currently working, as many workers are never arrested. And trying to compare the

number of arrests to the number of these people is in many cases futile, as many workers

are arrested multiple times. Statistics regarding the number of arrests primarily serve to

reveal how much money is spent on arresting and prosecuting these types of crimes.

Movements surrounding sex workers’ rights are also numerous, including

educational programs regarding decriminalization. In October 2004, The New York Times

reported on a “Bid to Decriminalize Prostitution in Berkeley” (Marshall). Berkeley’s

“Measure Q” was “a symbolic measure stating that Berkeley supports changing the

ineffective, wasteful, inhumane approach to prostitution currently in place” (Sex Workers

Outreach Project). This ordinance, although defeated, would have shown the support of

the people to repeal prostitution laws, direct the City Council to lobby in favor of

repealing these laws, and ask that enforcing existing prostitution laws remain the lowest

priority of the Berkeley Police Department. Although defeated, the measure received

support from nearly four out of ten Berkeley voters, revealing that prostitution is a

complex, cultural, and socioeconomic activity where there are no easy answers.
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The issues are convoluted and complicated. Policy makers, activists, and

academics, among others, wrestle with them in order to write laws and policies, design

social services, and analyze existing policies, services, and circumstances of individuals.

Discourse is always at the center of these struggles. How to frame an issue to reach

specific goals, especially based on various political and moral agendas, becomes

extremely complex. To complicate matters further, sex workers are the focus of public

opinion and policy, and yet rarely does the public hear their voices as contributors to the

conversations surrounding sex work and policy. Although many academic scholars do

interview and write about people who exchange sex for money or drugs, the amount of

this scholarship is surprisingly scarce given the magnitude of the issues. My dissertation

argues that the street sex workers’ voices are central to an analysis of the material

conditions of street sex work, and yet they do not exist in a vacuum. Through this

dissertation I created an in-depth analysis of the language surrounding street sex workers

and of the street sex workers themselves in order to better understand how street sex

workers identities and the material conditions of their lives are represented, reproduced,

and entrenched in the language surrounding this work.

2. The Material Conditions of the Lives of Women Who Exchange Sex for Drugs or

Money

The label prostitute includes a wide variety of women and men. Discerning

precise data about prostitution is difficult because it is illegal and the women and men

who participate in prostitution are difficult to track. In spite of these difficulties, some
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researchers have estimated that approximately 20 percent of the prostitution that occurs in

the United States includes street prostitutes (Porter and Bonilla 103). Carol Leigh in

“Prostitution in the United States: The Statistics” claims that street prostitution comprises

between 10 and 20 percent of all sex-for-hire arrangements in larger cities such as Los

Angeles and New York. In small cities, Leigh estimates the percentage to be much larger,

somewhere in the neighborhood of 50 to 70 percent in areas where there are limited

indoor venues (17). These figures help to clarify the significant numbers of women who

live in and face these material conditions. The number of women and men may be greater

than the public realizes and makes these types of studies and subsequent policy changes

that more urgent and important.

The material conditions of street prostitutes’ lives can not be mapped out in their

entirety, as they differ substantially based on location and personal circumstances, but

some of the primary considerations include social status, control and power over and

within working conditions, experiences of and adjustment to the work, arrests, drug use

and risk of HIV/AIDS, and resident issues with and responses to prostitution.9 The above

categorizations also interact to cause more oppression of and difficulty in the lives of

women and men who exchange sex for drugs or money. Following is a brief outline of

the material conditions that are common to street sex workers. These conditions are

commonly cited and explained in the literature, based on the various studies academics

and social service agencies have undertaken. In addition to these results, there are always

9 I borrow from Wendy Chapkis’ categories in her article “Power and Control in the Commercial Sex
Trade,” expanding on her categories based on my own analysis of the central issues most publications deal
with surrounding street sex work.
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calls, based on these material conditions, for more research and for the research to be

applied to policy and social service agencies’ implementation of policy (Chapkis, Live

Sex Acts; COYOTE; Cohen et. al).

A. Social Status. Like other areas of work, hierarchies exist in prostitution, and street

workers have the lowest status and are the objects of the most stigma within the sex

industry. Street sex work is also stratified by race, age, appearance, and location of

work—all of which affect the worker’s earning potential. Many street workers have been

excluded from social support networks such as their families. In a study conducted over a

twelve-month period in which 150 street workers were interviewed in North Philadelphia,

Judith Porter and Louis Bonilla found that most White women did not have family or a

support system of friends, and they also rarely spoke about their children. The African-

American women were more likely than the White women to have contact with their

relatives and sometimes lived with them. Most of the women had children and spoke of

them living with their own mothers (112).

Adele Weiner reports on a study conducted in the five boroughs of New York that

began in 1989 and that resulted in data collected from 1,963 female prostitutes. She found

that many prostitutes have been excluded from their families and communities. In

general, prostitutes are more vulnerable to the loss of social services and the removal of

their children and termination of parental rights because of prostitution and other related

activities. This situation can also be amplified in that when women have their children

removed from them, they can slip deeper into substance use and therefore into trading sex

for money or drugs.
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As Wendy Chapkis argues, “[T]hose who are most visibly and obviously selling

sexual services carry the heaviest burden of the ‘whore’s stigma’” (Live Sex Acts: Women

Performing Erotic Labor 103). This stigma may make it impossible for these women to

return to more “legitimate” areas of work and lifestyles. All of these issues perpetuate the

lowered social status of street workers both within the hierarchy of sex work and in

society as a whole.

B. Control and Power Over and Within Working Conditions. Chapkis outlines the

primary issues related to sex workers’ control and power over their working conditions in

her chapter “Power and Control in the Commercial Sex Trade.” Of her findings, she cites

legal status of the work; location of the work; customer demands; drug use; and

competition, isolation, and workplace organizing as the central factors that primarily

affect a sex worker’s ability to control her own working conditions.

Because prostitution is illegal in the United States (except for a few places in

Nevada), women and men who exchange sex for drugs or money are concerned about

being arrested in addition to trying to earn a living. This concern leads some workers to

have what is commonly referred to as “pimps,” or men (most commonly) who either look

out for the women who are exchanging sex for drugs or money or require that the women

they “look out for” exchange sex for drugs or money and bring a certain amount of this

money home in exchange for security, housing, food, and/or drugs. Many women have a

husband or boyfriend who works as a lookout against police and/or violence. The

illegality of the profession requires that a worker surrender some control over her

working conditions. In addition to legal harassment by the police and the fear of arrest,
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the illegal status undermines a worker’s ability to protect herself from dangerous clients

and then dissuades her from filing charges if such violence does occur. The illegality also

requires that negotiations and transactions are speedy and occur in vulnerable locations

like cars, parks, or alleys.

The location of the work also contributes to a lack of control by street workers

because they are the most vulnerable to arrests (see “Arrests” section) and are often

vulnerable to assaults. Porter and Bonilla found that most White women worked out of

their cars and abandoned buildings, which left them vulnerable to assault. These women

often worked for themselves and their boyfriends, and their partners acted as lookouts for

police and potential assaults (108). They found that African-Americans primarily worked

in the park out of cars and in a hotel area where the women took their clients to rooms

rented by the half-hour or hour. Most of the women were either protected by pimps or

worked for themselves, relying on their own networks to watch out for potential danger.

Like location, customer demands also affect the amount of control a sex worker

has over her working conditions. Among the clients, there is a high preference for White

women, and “women of color are disproportionately clustered in the least well-paid and

most stigmatized sectors of the sex industry such as street prostitution” (Chapkis, “Power

and Control in the Commercial Sex Trade” 187).

Competition also affects a worker’s control over her work. For example, sex

workers’ drug use (see “Drug Use and Risk of HIV/AIDS” section) is viewed by other

workers as a way of decreasing the prices because those who are addicted will work for

less. Illegal immigrants and workers from other countries are also commonly seen as
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being the cause for lower prices (Chapkis, “Power and Control in the Commercial Sex

Trade” 195-6). Isolation is a problem in terms of authority and control. Due to the social

stigma and criminal status of prostitution, many women are afraid to reach out for help or

information. Their protectors or pimps, who often do not allow them to talk with other

workers, further isolate some street prostitutes. And many street prostitutes do not

identify as members of a profession, view their involvement in the sex trade as a

temporary activity, and therefore are less likely to devote time and energy to organizing.

Because of the above issues, alliances among workers, or workplace organizing, is

extremely rare among women and men who exchange sex for drugs or money.

C. Experiences of and Adjustment to the Work. Women and men who exchange sex

for drugs or money have a much greater chance of experiencing exploitation and

victimization while working, as assault and rape are common crimes that occur against

prostitutes. And risk of exposure to sexually transmitted diseases is also prevalent (see

“Drug Use and Risk of HIV/AIDS” section). Oftentimes these women and men do not

find their work rewarding, even financially (Weitzer, “Why We Need More Research on

Sex Work” 4). In the hierarchy of prostitution, street workers are more commonly found

to exhibit significant psychological problems as compared to call girls, brothel workers,

and massage parlor workers. These latter groups have more of a tendency to take pride in

their work, feel the job has a positive impact on their life, and believe they are providing

a valuable service. Street workers rarely make these claims (4-5).

D. Arrests. According to the Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics, approximately

90,000 arrests are made in the United States each year for violations of prostitution laws.
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This number does not include the arrests that are also made for disorderly conduct and

loitering, two of the crimes for which street prostitutes are often arrested (Weitzer, “The

Politics of Prostitution in America” 159). Street workers make up the vast majority of

arrests. Leigh cites that 85 percent of those arrested work on the street. This number is

disproportionate to the number of street workers, as 80 percent of sex workers work off

the street in saunas, massage parlors, or as call/outcall escort services (“Prostitution in the

United States: The Statistics” 17).

E. Drug Use and Risk of HIV/AIDS. Scholars and activists have extensively reported

the commonalities between prostitution, drug use, and an increased risk of HIV/AIDS.

Drug use or addiction may be the motivating factor for involvement in street prostitution

when a worker must trade sex for drugs or sex for money to support her habit. Pimps

often support drug dependency in order to create a stronger tie between the sex worker

and the pimp, especially if the pimp also supplies the drugs. Drug addiction can

undermine a worker’s control while also making her less discriminating when it comes to

clients and services. Women who work primarily to support their habit are often seen as

“undercutting the market by working below the going rate and offering unsafe sexual

services (sex without condoms, for example)” (Chapkis, “Power and Control in the

Commercial Sex Trade” 189).

The Porter and Bonilla study found that White sex workers were more likely to be

addicted to heroin and appeared to be in bad health and suffering from dental problems,

skin conditions, undernourishment, and had signs of physical assault. They had a high

risk of HIV infection due to their usage of drugs, sharing needles, and not using condoms
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(107-110). Porter and Bonilla also found that African-Americans were more likely to be

addicted to crack and didn’t inject drugs. The use of crack had a tendency to drive down

the price of sex, as there was competition among the women and increased competition

with women who exchange sex for drugs. They found there was a high risk of HIV/AIDS

in this group because they frequently performed vaginal sex, which involves a higher risk

than oral sex (111-116). Overall, they found that most of the women, regardless of race,

drug use, or the locations in which they worked, were at a high risk of violence and HIV

infection. Due to their lack of job skills or other resources needed to find and keep a job

and their common addiction to drugs, these women continue to work as prostitutes

because there are very few alternatives (116).

Adele Weiner also writes extensively about the relationship among prostitution,

drug use, and risk of HIV/AIDS. In terms of ethnicity, a greater percentage of Hispanic

women were found to be HIV positive than White or Black women (40.3 percent as

opposed to 35.5 percent and 32.0 percent respectively) (100). The findings show that the

illegal drug most widely used was crack (68.3 percent). White women were more likely

to use IV heroin (43.0 percent), whereas Black women were more likely to use alcohol

(67.5 percent) or smoke crack (74.5 percent). Hispanic women used nasal heroin more

than other groups (37.1 percent) (100). Weiner also reports that the 653 women who were

infected with HIV were more likely to be homeless, have a history of IV drug use, have

received a blood transfusion, and have worked more years as a prostitute (100). In

addition to the high risk of contracting HIV due to shared needles and working as a

prostitute, drug addiction increases a person’s risk of contracting HIV/AIDS because the
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person needs money to support her habit and therefore works to make money or trade sex

for drugs. The addiction perpetuates a cycle wherein women and men who trade sex for

drugs or money have few alternatives for making a living outside of prostitution and

therefore continue to work as prostitutes not only to make a living, but also to support

their habits.

F. Resident Issues/Responses. Although almost no public debate or protest occurs at the

national level regarding prostitution, resident activism at the local level has grown during

the 1980s and 1990s through neighborhood anti-prostitution groups (Weitzer, “The

Politics of Prostitution in America” 166). Street prostitution, as compared to indoor

prostitution, affects the community in very direct ways. Street prostitution is more visible

and many consider it to be disruptive of the peace, and it is therefore the subject of public

awareness in a way that indoor prostitution is not. This awareness leads to not only the

stigma that is present about sex workers, but people actively working to remove street

prostitution from their neighborhoods. In “Will Neighborhood Crackdowns Curb the Sex

Trade?” Clark writes that “vocal citizens groups [. . .] complain that street prostitution

brings noise, declining property values, a bad environment for children and a health

threat evidenced by the used condoms and drug paraphernalia littering city sidewalks.”

Chapkis argues “these negative social ‘effects’ of prostitution are used to justify

criminalizing its participants in an effort to abolish the practice” (141).

In particular, Weitzer argues that neighborhood associations are primarily

concerned about disorderly conduct, discarded paraphernalia such as condoms and

syringes, the public health risks of the spread of AIDS and other sexually transmitted
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diseases, and potential harm to women and children who live in these areas. The groups

also argue that prostitution is responsible for decreased property values, increased crime,

and the loss of business of local merchants (“The Politics of Prostitution in America”

166-68). On the whole, rather than moral concerns, Weitzer’s studies found that people

believe prostitution threatens the quality of life as well as a neighborhood’s image and

reputation.

In his article “Community Groups vs. Prostitutes,” Weitzer outlines the

grievances and concerns of neighborhood members and what they are willing to do to

“fight back” and “reclaim” their neighborhoods. Rather than being viewed as immoral,

these residents and activists point to the negative environmental factors and the

immediate consequences of prostitution in a neighborhood. Weitzer argues that it

would be a mistake to simply dismiss these community groups as fanatics
who are scapegoating prostitutes for problems not of their making. These
groups sometimes exaggerate the problem, but for the most part they
appear to be reacting to real problems resulting from illegal street
prostitution—problems that some prostitutes acknowledge as well. (124)

In addition to enlisting support from the local authorities, these groups also create tactics

that try to intimidate both prostitutes and their clients in order to remove them from their

neighborhoods. For example, groups often follow prostitutes up and down the streets

carrying signs like “You’re Hooking, We’re Looking” and “Whores and Pimps are

Wimps” (123). Groups also photograph and videotape customers, hold up signs about the

risk of AIDS and venereal diseases, and write down license plate numbers in hopes of

contacting “the woman of the house” (123). These tactics directly affect street workers

and their ability to control the conditions in which they work.



37

In summary, street sex workers are some of the most marginalized and victimized

people in society and in the sex industry.10 Their work involves real time and proximal

contact with their customers, which implies varying levels of danger and risk. Of all sex

workers, street sex workers have the fewest resources, work in the most dangerous

circumstances, and face the most harassment from the police and pimps. They make less

money than higher-end sex workers, and they are often beaten, victimized, robbed, and

raped—crimes that they have virtually no means to prosecute. They also have an

increased risk of contracting drug-related illnesses, especially HIV/AIDS. Their low

social status within the hierarchy of sex work and within their communities as a whole,

along with their lack of access to social and medical services, makes it difficult for them

to leave street sex work for areas of work that are deemed more “legitimate” and less

risky than their current position.

3. Local Material Conditions

My research focused on women on the street who exchange sex for money or

drugs and who primarily work in straight sex-work environments. I conducted my

research in an undisclosed city in the Southwest, which I will call Jemez for the purposes

of anonymity.11 Jemez has a metropolitan population of approximately 1,000,000. This

city provided a unique space for my study because it is similar to many other cities

10 In this statement I am not claiming that street workers are more victimized than people who are involved
in labor or sex trafficking. The conditions of both are broadly and vastly different based on individual
circumstances. I make this statement in light of most sex workers’ living conditions and the living
conditions of most women and men in the United States who are not involved in exchanging sex for drugs
or money.
11 Because my research involved interviews with people that participate in illegal behavior, the Institutional
Review Board requires that my research site not be identified.
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throughout the country in terms of the material conditions of the lives of women who

exchange sex for drugs or money. Much of the research about these women has been

done in places where sex work is legal, both nationally and internationally, and in places

where there is a more liberal attitude toward the sex industry and sex-workers’ rights.

The city where I conducted my research does not foster this same liberal attitude, and yet

pockets of sex worker rights activism do exist.

Within the past ten years in Jemez, activists began a sex worker festival for local

sex workers and those who were interested in learning more about sex work. The activists

brought sex workers and performers from all over the country to Jemez each year for a

festival. In addition to encouraging openness and acceptance of sex workers, these groups

and programs promote a community education about and awareness of sex workers and

the complex issues involved. Power relations such as victimization, legal status,

management regulations (when street workers work for someone else, either in exchange

for protection, drugs, a place to stay, etc.), exploitation, and others become complicated

exponentially because sex work is intrinsically intertwined with morality and legality.

And, because Jemez is located relatively close to the border of Mexico, illegal

immigration and trafficking issues are also prevalent. Therefore, Jemez is a location that

represents a “typical” environment for prostitution while also offering a site where sex

work and the industry are more readily talked about and explored than that which occurs

in other cities.

The material conditions of sex workers’ lives in Jemez are similar to the material

conditions of most sex workers’ lives in terms of Social Status, Control and Power Over
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and Within Working Conditions, and Experiences of and Adjustment to the Work as

outlined in the previous sections. More detailed information is available for “Arrests,”

“Drug Use and Risk of HIV/AIDS,” and “Resident Issues/Responses,” in addition to the

material conditions that women who exchange sex for money or drugs experience that are

unique to the Jemez area and community.

A. Arrests. Between January 2003 and May 2005 there were approximately 950

commercialized sex crimes, according to the Jemez Police Department. Of those arrests,

approximately 900 were for prostitution, ten were for commercialized sex/pandering, and

five were for commercialized sex/other.12

B. Drug Use and Risk of HIV/AIDS. Jemez was identified as a High Intensity Drug

Trafficking Area by the Office of the National Drug Control and Policy. Located at the

crossroads of major interstates and being close to the Mexican border, Jemez is a hub for

incoming drugs from Mexico and Central America. Some communities within Jemez

serve as conduits for drug traffickers, generating a marketplace for gang members, men

and women exchanging sex for drugs or money, and injection and other drug users.

Jemez and its surrounding county is an area disproportionately affected by HIV.

According to the State’s Department of Health Services’ Annual Report, Leagh County

has the largest estimated rate of people contracting HIV/AIDS compared to other

counties in the state. The prevalence rate for Leagh County is estimated at 210 per

100,000 people, while the State Prevalence Rate is at 183 per 100,000 people.13 Leagh

12 In order to maintain anonymity, all reported figures are approximate.
13 In order to maintain anonymity, the sources that include geographic locations have been omitted.
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County, the state’s second most populous urban county, has the highest prevalence rate of

reported HIV Disease (210 per 100,000).

Males comprise approximately 90 percent of all confirmed emergent HIV

infections and 85 percent of current estimated prevalence—by far the majority. 14 And yet

female cases are slowly increasing. Comparing the three-year period from 1985 to 1987

to the three-year period from 2001 to 2003, the percentage of emergent cases of HIV

infection in females rose from approximately six percent to twelve percent, an increase of

almost six percent. And second to men who have sex with men, injection drug use is the

second most frequently reported behavior associated with emergent HIV infection.

The Race/Ethnicity trends in the state are representative of the broader population

trends except for Non-Hispanic Blacks. According to the 2005 HIV/AIDS Annual

Report, Non-Hispanic Blacks were approximately three percent of the State’s population

in 2003, but accounted for almost thirteen percent of emergent HIV infection. This

disproportionate impact is not seen among other minority groups. But in Leagh County

specifically, women of color, particularly Hispanic women, are in great need of HIV

prevention services. Of all those who tested positive in Leagh County, approximately 35

percent were Hispanic—a disproportionately higher percentage than the general Hispanic

population in Leagh County (30%), the State as a whole (25%), or the United States

(12.5%) .

14 Emergent cases are defined as the sum of new HIV cases and new AIDS cases that were not diagnosed as
HIV infections in any prior calendar year. These cases are used as an estimate of incidence, as every case of
HIV/AIDS may only be counted as emergent once—in the year in which it was first reported.
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Many women who exchange sex for drugs or money have high risk factors for

HIV infection because of injection drug use. Based on a study of approximately 9,000

women who were addicted to drugs and not in treatment programs and who traded sex for

drugs or money, Kail et al. found that female injection drug users who trade sex for drugs

or money are more likely to share needles and less likely to use new needles or to clean

old ones compared to women who support themselves by other means (241).

There is also an association between heavy crack cocaine use and HIV infection

among women who exchange sex for drugs are money. A study that collected cumulative

data from 1989 through 1995 in New York City surveyed clients about their drug use and

sexual practices. For those women who did not inject drugs, using crack, performing

mostly oral sex, and maintaining inconsistent condom use were all related to increased

HIV infections in part because of the damage to the mouth (sores, cracked lips, etc.) from

crack inhalation, which can lead to increased risk of contracting the HIV virus (Wallace

et al. 470). The consumption of alcohol or other drugs can also lower a person’s attention

to safer sex practices, and dependency on these drugs can additionally impair judgment.

The combination of exchanging sex for drugs or money and illicit drug use creates a

community that is at increased risk for HIV infection. All of these statistics relate

specifically and directly to many of the trends that occur throughout the nation regarding

street workers, drug use, and the risk of HIV/AIDS.

C. Resident Issues/Responses. Prostitution was legal in Jemez at the end of the

nineteenth century and early into the twentieth. In addition to receiving regular medical

examinations, prostitutes also took out business licenses. Although primarily American,
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French, German, Belgian, and Dutch women also worked as prostitutes. Prostitution was

permitted but not welcomed in Jemez, and as the city grew, the women were pushed to

the edge of town. The Temperance Movement, which created the national prohibition on

alcohol and gambling, chased away prostitution by the 1920s, at least as a legal business

enterprise. Prostitution was forced underground, where it has remained since that time.

In 2002, Jemez police started a unit that focused resources on problems that affect

the community at large. One outcome was the Dover Project, created in April 2002, in

order to curb violent crime in the area. The Dover Project was made up of the Jemez

Police Department, Building Safety, The City Council Ward Office, and six

neighborhood associations.

In early 2003 the Westwood Adult Hotel and Bookstore was closed. One police

commander described this hotel as a “den for narcotics and prostitution.” This closure

encouraged the six neighborhood associations to believe their area’s reputation as a place

to find drugs and prostitutes might be changing.

In April 2004, Jemez police initiated a deterrence program that targeted the

customers of prostitutes. The program requires that the “john” be photographed by police

and then given a booklet on prostitution that includes letters from the neighborhood

associations explaining the negative impact prostitution and drug activity has on

businesses and families. Within the first five weeks of the program, approximately 200

men were attracted to the undercover agents disguised as prostitutes. The john was not

arrested unless he ran or fought, but his information was recorded, and if he were to be

stopped again for the same offense, he would be arrested immediately. The goal of this
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program was to reach out to as many johns as possible “and let them know what they’re

doing is wrong on so many levels” says Eric Roman, commander of the agency’s North

Side division. This program was only one part of the Dover Project.

The people interviewed from the neighborhood associations believed this project

was a positive step and was much needed because prostitution affects everyone who lives

or works nearby. Nearby neighborhoods and businesses were trying to get rid of the

“stigma of being a red-light district.” An article written by presidents of nearby

neighborhood associations argues that prostitution is not a victimless crime because

prostitution brings on other crimes including drug dealing, burglary, robbery, assault, and

homicide. The presidents argue that prostitution is a symptom of a more serious situation

and that the crime has harmed their neighborhoods for too long.

In early 2005, the Jemez Daily Republic reported on a proposed law that was an

outgrowth of the Dover Project. Rather than holding the prostitutes responsible, this

proposed law would hold the property owners responsible. The proposed law states that if

police make three arrests for prostitution at the same address within thirty days, they can

place a red tag on the property and notify the property owner that they face a $1000 fine

if another prostitution arrest is made on the property within the next six months. The law

doesn’t require anyone to be convicted of prostitution for the property owner to be

fined—only that someone be charged on his or her property. A leader of the State’s Civil

Liberties Union said her organization is concerned with the law because it lacks due

process as there is no requirement of a conviction to assess a penalty and that it forces

motel owners to invade the privacy of their guests. The proposal was unanimously
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approved by a Jemez City Council subcommittee and was expected to go to the full

council before summer. As of this writing, that proposal has not been implemented in any

legal capacity.

The above actions mirror many of the issues that occur throughout the country.

Police departments and neighborhood associations organize programs that try to curb

prostitution in certain areas, whether by going after the street workers, their customers, or

the owners of the property where prostitution occurs.

4. Calls for Change

There are myriad calls for change based on the above material conditions, and

these stances are grounded in the speakers’ beliefs about prostitution and their particular

political concerns. Chapkis outlines her goals for change as follows:

• A fundamental redistribution of wealth and power between women
and men, as well as among women and men. Gross economic
disparity between classes, races, sexes, and nations produces
conditions of economic coercion and desperation that undermine
meaningful “choice.” No woman should be forced to engage in
prostitution—or any other form of productive or reproductive
labor—against her will.

• An organized and empowered workforce. A feminist prostitution
politics that honors labor would evaluate policies on the basis of
whether they serve the interests of workers rather than employers
or clients. Prostitutes, as all others who labor for a living, should
be guaranteed full workers’ rights and benefits.

• A decriminalization of consensual sexual activity. The state should
not be in the position of criminalizing adult sexual behavior
whether in the context of loving relationships, recreational
encounters, or commercial transactions. Instead, our collective
resources should be devoted to teaching respect for sexual
diversity and creating conditions under which consent can be made
more meaningful. (Live Sex Acts: Women Performing Erotic Labor
213-14)
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Gloria Lockett, the Director of California Prostitutes’ Education Project and Co-

director of COYOTE (an acronym for Call Off Your Old Tired Ethics) stated in her

interview with Chapkis, “I don’t think until all of us start working together, we’re going

to be able to really change things. No single group by itself can make an impact. We need

everybody: street prostitutes and call girls, lesbians and feminists, everybody. We’ve got

to figure out how to support each other in this” (Live Sex Acts 209).15

Other calls for change focus on education and drug rehabilitation. For example,

Judith Cohen et al. write in “Prostitutes and AIDS: Public Policy Issues”: 

We recommend that local, state, and federal funds be allocated for
education programs directed at prostitutes—particularly street prostitutes,
because of the higher prevalence of intravenous drug use at that level of
the industry. We also recommend that funding be provided for increased
drug and alcohol treatment slots for women, especially women with
children, and for job training and other transitional programs for those
who no longer want to work as prostitutes. (20)

The above calls for change, which are representative of broader issues and concerns,

focus on working toward equality of men and women, empowering the workforce,

decriminalizing prostitution, forming unity among activists, and creating rehabilitation

programs.16

15 “COYOTE was founded in 1973 to work for the repeal of the prostitution laws and an end to the stigma
associated with sex work. In addition to engaging in public education regarding a wide range of issues
related to prostitution, COYOTE has provided crisis counseling, support groups, and referrals to legal and
other service providers to thousands of prostitutes, mostly women.” COYOTE, What Is Coyote?, 2004,
Web page, COYOTE LA, Available: http://www.coyotela.org/what_is.html#Anchor-WHO-49575, June 21
2005.
16 Within my research I focus more on activists and feminists who are interested in decriminalizing
prostitution and empowering those who work in the sex industry. There are many activists and feminists
who call for change in ways that are not included above, primarily in terms of firmer punishments for both
those who provide and commission the services. I do not include their voices here due to my own bias that
criminalization of prostitution is not the answer and actually further disempowers those who have very little
influence due to their current position in society.
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5. My Research of the Subject

In a recent community forum on local prostitution issues, a public figure at a

social service organization who works extensively with women who exchange sex for

drugs or money explained that people have a responsibility to recognize these women as

human beings. She believes that at the very least we must consider their health and well

being because they are women in our community, and therefore we need to be a voice for

these women and to cultivate a voice with them in order to create a dialogue for mutual

understanding. Agustín complicates this idea in her analysis of Western behavior,

specifically that of “middle class women who concern themselves with helping” (“At

Home in the Street: Questioning the Desire to Help and Save” 69). Agustín argues that

the researcher needs to “step out of the supposedly neutral tradition of social research and

a familiar feminist discourse of goodness and helping” (79). She writes:

The recognition of one’s own interests does not have to mean abandoning
all projects and helping others; one might seek instead an approach that
attempts to understand the subjects of one’s interests through listening to
them, learning about their social and cultural contexts, and resisting the
desire to project onto them one’s own feelings. Theories of how to help,
based more soundly on what subjects say, would be stronger theories. (78)

My research focuses on the voices and representations of the women involved in these

exchanges, as it offers an in-depth analysis of how street sex workers’ identities and the

material conditions of their lives are represented, reproduced, and entrenched in the

language of sex workers and surrounding sex work and contributes to the ongoing work

of lawmakers, policymakers, academics, activists, and those who are working with and

within the sex industry.
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It is important to note that researching and analyzing domestic street work is

somewhat common, as it is more visible than other types of commercial sex work that

involve a direct exchange of a sexual practice for material compensation. And yet it is

also commonly known that these women’s lives are often the most difficult due to the

material conditions in which they live. Rhetorically and ideologically analyzing the

language surrounding street work, while potentially reproducing certain discourses and

ideologies, can provide an alternative perspective on commercial sex work and the

conditions in which people who choose to make these transactions live.

I base my work on the belief that discourse is made up of ideologies and ethical

systems—whether held by the user of that language or by the community that created and

continues to use and change the language—and that these beliefs can and do affect

people’s lives. In other words, the language used to describe a person who exchanges sex

for economic gain embodies different ideologies. Consider the words whore, prostitute,

sex worker, or sacred prostitute/new age priestess. When analyzed more closely, the

ideologies and ethical systems can be interrogated in order to better understand how

street sex worker’s identities and the material conditions of their lives are represented in

the language surrounding this work.

I have engaged in a close analysis of the language used in the media, by public

figures, and the sex workers themselves because we don’t know how the words used

possibly affect the material conditions of sex workers’ lives. For example, one of the

locations where I volunteered and worked refused to use the words prostitute or sex

worker. Instead, they simply referred to these women, both in and out of their presence,
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as women. What affect does that have on the women they work with? Would they be

more empowered if they were referred to as sex workers? Less empowered if referred to

as prostitutes? Does it make any difference at all? And how does feeling empowered

(which is one of the goals of this organization) affect how one acts within the world? Of

course my research can not answer all of these questions, but by analyzing the language

used ideologically and rhetorically, I can offer some suggestions regarding language

choices and how disempowering ideas are entrenched and at times subverted in the

everyday language of people who talk about and work with street sex workers.

6. Model of Critique

Analyzing how sex workers’ identities and the material conditions of sex

workers’ lives are represented in the language surrounding sex work contributes to the

development of a deeper understanding of a complex socio-cultural issue because it

situates sex work and the industry as rhetorical constructions. My research offers an

example of how an examination of the signs and symbols that comprise “material

conditions” can be rhetorically analyzed in order to better understand how goals, agendas,

interests, and ideologies are represented and implemented through language. My analysis

of representations of sex workers adds to the growing body of knowledge that is

examining the rhetoric of the quotidian. I draw on Brummett’s analysis in Rhetorical

Dimensions of Popular Culture where he defines quotidian rhetoric as:

the public and personal meanings that affect everyday, even minute-to-
minute decisions. This level of rhetoric is where decisions are guided that
do not take the form of peak crises [. . .] but do involve long-term
concerns as well as the momentary choices that people must make to get
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through the day. [. . .] People are constantly surrounded by signs that
influence them, or signs that they use to influence others, in ongoing,
mundane, and nonexigent yet important ways. (41)

Brummett argues that the function of quotidian rhetoric is carried out through

appropriational manifestations of rhetoric, or that which is most appropriate in a given

situation. Therefore, people, in general, are relatively “less consciously aware that the

management of shared meanings is underway” which means they are “less likely to take

or assign responsibility for a rhetorical effort” (42). Because appropriational rhetoric is

participation in as much as it is the production of the management of meaning,

ultimately, individual responsibility for both is less clear. Examining quotidian rhetoric

through the lens of the representations of sex worker identities and the material

conditions in the discourse surrounding the sex industry offers insights into both the

implications of these representations and the attitudes held regarding sex work and the

growing body of knowledge that is examining the rhetoric of the “everyday.”

My research also contributes to the ongoing construction of knowledge relating to

the material applications of rhetorical analysis. Because I chose to interview sex workers

and speak with them about my analysis, I provide an in-depth understanding of how

street sex worker’s identities and the material conditions of their lives are represented,

reproduced, and entrenched in the language surrounding this work. Because I focused my

analysis on the language used, my research contributes to scholars’ ongoing

understanding of how rhetoric and ideological frameworks can affect individual lives.
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7. Components of Analysis

In order to examine a broad range of language use related to sex workers’ lives

and therefore to gain a better understanding of how street sex worker identities and the

material conditions of their lives are represented, I chose to focus on three distinct sites of

analysis. Chapter 2 outlines how I conducted my research and explains my multi-sited

ethnography methodologies. Within my research I drew on the ethnographic work of Don

Kulick and Elizabeth Britt, who have executed multi-sited ethnography both in and

outside their own cultures. I used Kulick as a model because he has proven effective at

entering a community by which he was considered an outsider and analyzes sex, gender,

and culture related to transgendered prostitutes in Brazil. Britt undertook an ethnographic

study in her own culture and was successful at analyzing notions of normalcy as they

relate to infertility. This subject was a difficult one to discuss with her participants, and I

draw on her diplomacy and expertise in this delicate area. I also credit Ralph Cintron,

George E. Marcus, Emily Martin, Rayna Rapp, and Harry F. Wolcott for aspects of their

theories I have incorporated into my work.

My multi-sited ethnography consisted primarily of interviews with public figures

and sex workers (explained more fully below) and participant observation in a variety of

sex industry environments. Because I am not a member of the groups (in particular sex

workers) I was interviewing and in order to situate the sex workers and industry within its

context, I spent a substantial amount of time working and being with the people I

interviewed, trying to become more a part of their discursive circle, if not their

community. The details of my interactions and research are outlined in Chapter 2, my
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methodology chapter. Ultimately, my goal within this dissertation was not only to

provide a greater depth of understanding and analysis of how sex worker identities and

the material conditions of sex workers’ lives are represented in the language surrounding

sex work, but also to ultimately create a more integrated picture of sex workers based on

sex workers’ understandings of themselves. This form of triangulation focused on an

analysis of the representations of the sex worker identities and the material conditions of

their lives while also focusing on the sex workers’ interpretations and analysis of these

same representations; thus, I was able to offer a fuller account of these representations as

mediated by and through sex workers’ own language.

Chapter 3 focuses on my first site of analysis, the newspaper articles related to

and about sex work in Jemez. These documents include articles and news stories,

commentaries, and letters to the editor over a ten-year period within the three primary

newspapers in Jemez. Through this analysis I explore the assumptions and ideological

frameworks written into the media about street sex work.

The second site of my analysis is explored in Chapter 4, where I analyzed

interviews with eight public figures who are directly involved with sex work and/or sex

workers in Jemez. My participants include two people from each of the four categories:

police officers, social service workers, activists, and neighborhood association leaders.

Chapter 5 focuses on my third site of analysis—the interviews with sex workers

themselves. I interviewed ten sex workers who work or have recently exchanged sex for

money or drugs in order to analyze their language as it relates to sex work and the

material conditions represented there and also to triangulate my analysis of the first two
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sites. In this way, not only did I analyze the language of my sex worker participants, but I

also talked with them about the representations I found based on my analysis of

newspaper articles and my interviews with public figures. In this way, I was able to

investigate how sex workers understand the language that is used about them and the

material conditions of their lives. In this chapter I focus on three participants’

understanding of their work, their goals, their roles in the sex industry, and their

understanding of themselves in the community and society at large. Within this analysis I

explore the assumptions and ideological frameworks represented in the language of sex

workers as they talk about themselves and the representations I found based on my

analysis of the previous two sites.

Chapter 5 also explores how a rhetorical analysis contributes to society’s

understanding of sex work and the further entrenchment of these conditions in the

language surrounding sex work. My dissertation offers an in-depth analysis of how sex

worker identities and the material conditions are represented in the language used by the

local media, public figures in the community, and the sex workers themselves. It also

offers a description of how sex workers envision their work and their place in the

community, both as workers and citizens. The voices, analysis, and contributions of the

sex workers I interviewed makes this study more rich and complex than without them

because the sex workers are the experts on their own lives, identities, and the material

conditions that inform their lives. By filtering my analysis through interviews and

conversations with sex workers, I hope that rather than being a voice for them, I am

cultivating a dialogue with them that will inform the ongoing conversations regarding sex



53

work, legalization, health, economics, and their effects on the community and

individuals’ lives.
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CHAPTER TWO

METHODOLOGY: A MULTISITED ETHNOGRAPHY OF THE LANGUAGE

SURROUNDING WOMEN WHO EXCHANGE SEX FOR MONEY OR DRUGS

Within this dissertation, I combined a multisited ethnography using critical

discourse analysis to better understand how street sex worker identities and the material

conditions of their lives are represented, reproduced, and entrenched in the language

surrounding this work. These material conditions are defined as the physical

environments many street workers live in and its potential effects on their bodies,

identities, and spirits. Ethnography is a collection of methods—participant-observation,

observation, interviewing, and archival research—that is particularly useful when

examining events and the perceptions of these events that are created and represented by

many people through multiple communicative interactions.

Multisited ethnography is appropriate when researching the relationships among

people and institutions that exist locally, globally, and internationally. Ethnography can

then move from a single-site location to “multiple sites of observation and participation

that cross-cut dichotomies such as the ‘local’ and the ‘global,’ the ‘lifeworld’ and the

‘system’” (Marcus 95). George E. Marcus argues that these ethnographies are “therefore

both in and out of the world system” (95). I designed this ethnographic study as an

interview and participant-observation study so that I could both ask questions of and

spend time with women who exchange sex for money or drugs and the myriad people

who come into contact with these women, which include those who work within social
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service or legal organizations, as neighborhood association leaders who are involved in

issues related to women who exchange sex for drugs or money, and people who are

interested in promoting the rights of these women, whom I call activists. In addition to

my interviews, by using a multisited ethnographic methodology for my research, I was

able to spend a great deal of time with women who exchange sex for drugs or money as

they talked together and participated in activities in social service organizations.

Although certainly not representative of all women who exchange sex for drugs or money

throughout the country, this analysis enabled me to investigate how certain groups of

people talk about sex work, sex workers, and the issues related to this work and how sex

worker identities and the material conditions of their lives are represented, reproduced,

and in some cases subverted in the language surrounding this work.

Like Marcus’ theory, I draw on multiple sites for observation, participation, and

conversation in order to delineate how individuals use language and how this use reflects

the material conditions surrounding street sex work. My research is an ethnographic case

study of a local system that can be extrapolated to other subcultures and the construction

of identities based on the language of the individuals who are directly involved in this

work. Because my study investigates the language of policy-making and the people who

forge it, it has implications for ethics and policy in relation to gender studies, cultural

studies, and ethnographic research.
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1. A Note Regarding the Structure/Purpose of this Dissertation

In the process of analyzing my data and writing this dissertation, I compiled ten

years’ worth of regional newspaper articles pertaining to street sex work, conducted

twenty interviews with public figures, and conducted ten interviews with street sex

workers. This dissertation, however, only contains my analysis of a portion of this data.

By the time I had finished compiling my full dataset (articles and two sets of interviews),

I had gathered a massive amount of data. In order to adequately parse the rhetorical and

ideological subtleties contained in the interviews, I realized I would need to undertake a

much more thorough analysis of the newspaper articles that represented street sex work

to the general public. As a result, I sought to gain a comprehensive understanding of the

rhetorics of street sex work as propagated through regional newspapers, a respected and

long-standing source of socio-cultural information in the area. I realized a smaller data set

of information would lead to closer analysis of the language and a fuller representation of

these subtleties and therefore decided to focus on only eight public figure and three street

worker interviews (see Chapter 4 and 5 for an in-depth explanation of the eight public

figure and three street worker interviews included in this analysis). This refined and

foundational analysis not only provided me the opportunity to study more deeply the

popular rhetorics about street sex work that are propagated through the mass media, but

will also provide a more comprehensive background for later analysis of my remaining

interviews. I chose to defer the remainder of the public figure and sex worker interviews

for my subsequent work in this area. I will address in more detail the implications of the

present work for my future analyses in Chapter 5.
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2. Data Collection

The primary goal of my research was to immerse myself in the language surrounding

women who exchange sex for drugs or money to better understand how these women are

identified and how the material conditions of their lives are represented, reproduced, and

entrenched in the language surrounding this work.

The following research questions directed my research about sex worker identities

and the material conditions surrounding their lives:

A. Site One: Literature Surrounding Street Sex Work17

1. How are women who exchange sex for money or drugs represented in the newspapers

surrounding street sex work in Jemez?

2. What kinds of tropes recur in these representations?

3. What ideologies are embedded in the literature about these women and their work?

B. Site Two: Public Figures’ Language Surrounding Street Sex Work

1. How are women who exchange sex for money or drugs represented in the language

used by police officers, social service workers, activists, and neighborhood association

leaders?

2. What kinds of tropes recur in these representations?

3. What ideologies are embedded in their language about these women and their work?

17 I include my specific methodology related to the newspaper analysis in Chapter 3 as a preface to my
analysis.
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C. Comparisons

1. What are the similarities and differences between the various representations, and how

do these differences relate to the material conditions of these women’s lives?

2. How are the above ideologies represented in the media and language surrounding

women who exchange sex for money or drugs?

D. “Sex Worker” Festivals.18 Prior to beginning my research and fieldwork, I was

involved with the Sex Worker Festivals for several years. In 1999, activists held Jemez’s

first Sex Worker Festival for local sex workers and those who were interested in learning

more about sex work. The activists brought sex workers and performers to Jemez each

year for a festival. In addition to encouraging education, openness, and acceptance of sex

workers, these groups and programs promote a community awareness of sex workers and

the complex issues at which they stand at the center. I became increasingly involved in

these festivals from 2003 to 2004, which allowed me to become friends with several of

the activists who initiated the project. I have remained active in these festivals and within

this network through the research and writing of the dissertation.

During the 2004 festival, I made arrangements to interview all of the central

speakers and performers to learn more about their work and how they understand sex

work—in particular that work that occurs primarily on the “street.” These experiences

educated me about the activist side of sex work and allowed me to better understand

18 As I explained in my introductory chapter, I continue to call attention to the terms commonly used to
describe the activities of exchanging sex for drugs or money, such as “sex work” and “prostitution” by
placing them in quotations. I continue this process in each chapter in order to show that these terms are
political and place the people who practice these activities in predetermined places, often based on the
political and moral stance of the speaker. For readability, I only place the words in quotations when I first
use them.
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some of the concerns and questions these activists dealt with in their personal lives and in

the organization of the festival. Some of these concerns included community education,

risks to sex workers if they have children, issues related to partners or ex-partners,

decriminalization of sex work, and violence against sex workers.

E. Fieldwork. The fieldwork for this research project began in January 2005 and

continued through June 2007. During these 30 months, I volunteered and worked at Casa

Segura, a social service organization that provides services for women who exchange or

have exchanged sex for money or drugs. My time as a volunteer began in January 2005,

and during this time, I spent between five and ten hours each week at the center. I then

became a paid employee in June 2005. I worked as both a volunteer and employee

throughout the remainder of my time working on this study. In January 2007 I became a

full-time employee at HealthWise, a social service agency that works with people who

are chronically homeless. This position allowed me to gain even more insight about

people who are homeless in general and my research population specifically, as many

women who exchange sex for money or drugs are chronically homeless.

When I became employed at Casa Segura in June 2005, I was only allowed to

work ten hours per month due to budgetary constraints. In addition to these ten working

hours, I spent several hours per week volunteering and working in the office on my own

research. During the two years of my research study, there were weeks and even months

when I wouldn’t spend time at the center. I would then go through similar periods of time

when I was there every day. And my work at HealthWise from January through July of

2007 required that I be present at the organization on a daily basis, which further
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educated me about both personal and systemic issues related to homelessness and my

research population in particular.

I learned about the political, legal, and social service systems that these women

negotiate during my volunteer and subsequent paid positions at these social service

organizations. My formal working positions also enabled me to take on additional

responsibilities as an employee rather than a volunteer. Being identified as an employee

also affected my credibility—with both the others in the office with whom I was working

and the women who came to the center as clients.19 Because I worked at the center, I was

also able to participate in outreach and education. This outreach included going off-site to

the city jail to talk to women who had been arrested for exchanging sex for drugs or

money, to other social service organizations where these women were clients, and even to

the street where many of these women worked and lived. Although known as an

employee of my social service organization, at times on the street I was anonymous, as

we weren’t allowed to tell people where we worked, only that we were looking for

certain people. As I moved from volunteer to employee to researcher, my status as each

was known within the organization in which I worked—especially to those who spent a

great deal of time at the center.

19 The issue of being identified as an employee at Casa Segura necessarily complicated my research in
numerous ways. I realized as I started my position as a volunteer that I would be less of an outsider to this
community, or at least to the women who partook of the center’s services. Although my status as volunteer
and later as employee necessarily complicated my perspective as a researcher, it also enabled me to learn a
tremendous amount about the system from the perspective of a social service organization and gain access
to many public figures and women who exchange sex for money or drugs that I wouldn’t have had access
to without working in this position. I explain the problems and benefits of
volunteering/working/researching within a site later in this chapter when the center where I worked is
discussed in more detail.
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When I began my volunteer work, I was open about my research interests and

status with all of the employees who worked there. The employees at the center knew I

was there to help them out while also learning about the organization and the various

political and legal systems that are in place in the city. After my position changed from

volunteer to employee, I started spending a great deal of time at the center. Because I

could only be paid for ten hours per month, I would spend time there working on my

research and dissertation. There were many times I participated in outreach and education

when I was not paid in order to learn more about the system, help out the center, and

become more familiar with the women who were clients. This strategy of working on my

research at the center was successful because I became familiar with the daily workings

of the center and was spontaneously asked to participate in different projects. My

presence at the center also increased my familiarity with the women who spent time

there.

In writing my field notes, I drew on Annette Lareau’s suggestions in her article

“Common Problems in Field Work: A Personal Essay.” I tried to make my central

research question the focus of my field notes. Lareau argues this tactic is important

because it is impossible to write about everything. I focused on how street sex worker

identities and the material conditions of their lives are represented, reproduced, or

subverted in the language surrounding these exchanges. I also focused on particular

events that stood out in my mind or bothered me. This strategy was immensely helpful in

focusing my field notes, my research, and my subsequent analysis. Lareau also

recommends it is helpful for the researcher to spend a paragraph or two at the end of the
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notes analyzing what was going on in the notes and evaluate them in light of the research

question. This advice was also particularly useful for me and helped me to maintain a

sense of direction in my notes and research. Lareau goes on to advise that every third

visit to the field be followed by some kind of effort to push the question forward. Her

suggestions include having a conversation with a colleague, comparing the work to other

studies, or writing a long memo that is critiqued by others. I reviewed my field notes

while writing chapters of my dissertation and included parts of them in the writing. In

many ways this process pushed the research question forward. I was also able to have

ongoing conversations with colleagues about what I was learning and questioning during

the final nine months of my research when I was most fully entrenched in the analytical

and writing processes.

Finally, Lareau recommends the researcher include reflections on the overall

goals of the project, the initial theoretical question, the data, the remaining gaps, and the

place of the study in the social context. These suggestions were also extremely useful

when I focused on them. Again, this type of reflection occurred when I was more fully

engaged in the writing process, as my experiences in the field were more closely

connected to my analysis and writing. During the initial eight to twelve months, I was

simply struggling to understand the various systems at work.

I also drew heavily from Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw’s Writing Ethnographic

Fieldnotes. In “Implications for Writing Fieldnotes,” they argue:

(1) What is observed and treated as “data” or “findings” is inseparable
from the observational process. (2) In writing fieldnotes, the field
researcher should give special attention to the indigenous meanings and
concerns of the people being studied. (3) Contemporaneously written
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fieldnotes are an essential grounding and resource for writing broader,
more coherent accounts of others’ lives and concerns. (4) Such fieldnotes
should detail the social and interactional processes that make up people’s
everyday lives and activities. (11)

Based on the first suggestion, Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw recommend a researcher should

“document her own activities, circumstances, and emotional responses as these factors

shape the process of observing and recording other’s lives” (ibid.). Therefore, during my

introductory phase as a volunteer, I made a list outlining my stances in relation to the

work and research I was doing. I then reflected on these stances throughout the research

process and commented on my initial stance and how it had or had not changed as I

continued the research.

Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw also recommend focusing on concrete details, sensory

images, and immediacy through the details. What was most helpful was their suggestion

that the researcher select details according to a specific purpose and point of view.

Looking at the situations and people involved using separate purposes and points of view

expanded my own perception of what I perceived and how the situation could be

perceived differently based on one’s subjectivity. The authors argue that field notes

should be written in a concrete and descriptive format and that the researcher should

make her own judgments explicit in written asides. This suggestion was helpful for me in

deliberating between description and my own views and opinions. Of course the two are

never entirely separate, but it was helpful to examine my own writing, opinions, and

judgments from this perspective.

Inherent to my research and field notes was my attempt to write descriptions that

appreciate local meanings and concerns. Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw argue against
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imposing outside categories that do not refer to what the research participants do not

recognize or actually use themselves. This lesson became abundantly clear when I began

my research using the word sex worker. I shifted between using the terms sex worker and

“prostitute” in different environments, and it was only through the time spent in the field

that I learned the phrase women who exchange sex for money or drugs was commonly

used by different speakers. None of the terms are clear or uncontested, but looking from

the perspective of my research participants enabled me to better understand how language

and perceptions are changed based on one’s stance.

F. Public Figures. My volunteer time and work enabled me to learn more about the

system as a whole, but particularly about the workings of the social service institutions in

which I was employed and the other organizations with which it was closely connected.

In addition to my research, holding these positions made me more aware of the public

figures (those people who, in a professional capacity, come into contact with women who

exchange sex for drugs or money) who could contribute to my project. I had been reading

local media reports about issues related to sex work and ultimately created a list of police

officers, neighborhood association leaders, people who worked for social service

agencies, and activists who were closely involved with the sex work community.

I began the interview portion of my study by interviewing two informants—

people I knew well who agreed not only to be interviewed, but also to review my

questions and offer suggestions and revisions. This process was incredibly useful because

these two people were informed about the sex work industry and came from different

backgrounds. One person held a position in a social service organization and had been
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working in that area for nine years, and the other one was a former sex worker and

activist who had been working in the field for eight years. Both offered insights about not

only my interview questions but also my project as a whole. After these initial interviews,

I revised my questions and began contacting other potential participants.

Depending on my contacts and how I reached a particular participant, I told them

about my connections with the social service organizations. If the participant was familiar

with the organization, I told them about my position there. If they were not, I would most

likely tell them I was a student and doing research and then mention my role as an

employee of this organization within the interview. I would divulge this information

within the interview after I had asked questions about social service organizations that

were available to women who exchange sex for drugs or money, because I did not want

my participant to assume I was familiar with all of the services because I worked with a

specific organization. Either way, I tried to be as open as possible about my role and what

I was trying to accomplish as a researcher.

I contacted my participants either by phone or e-mail, briefly explained my

project, and asked if they would be willing to be interviewed. In addition to explaining

my project, I asked them a series of questions in order to clarify if they were appropriate

for the research study. I asked them how they were involved with people who were street

workers, and based on their answers, I decided if they were involved fully enough in the

industry to be included in the study. To be involved fully meant they had extensive

experience with and knowledge about women who exchange sex for drugs or money. If

they were only peripherally involved, I asked them if there were others they would
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suggest I contact that would be more suitable for my study. During the interview I also

asked my participants if there were others they felt would be useful for me to interview.

In this way, I used a snowball effect, moving from participant to participant based on

who the public figures believed would be interested in and knowledgeable about my

study.

I contacted a total of 35 people and completed a total of 20 interviews, including

sixteen women and four men. The fifteen people I contacted that did not participate in the

interviews either did not respond to my emails or phone calls, referred me to other people

who were more appropriate, or were unable to participate due to time conflicts or because

they no longer lived in the area. Based on my initial and developing list of contacts, I

made sure that I interviewed all of the key players who were involved with street sex

workers in Jemez. All of my contacts were willing to be involved in the project, and there

were no public figures that were intimately involved in street sex work in Jemez that

were not willing to participate in my study. Of these participants, eight work for social

service agencies, four work in various positions within the Jemez Police Department, four

are activists, two are involved in neighborhood associations, and two are academic

researchers.

My second site of analysis focused on my interviews with eight of these public

figures (see Chapter 4 for an explanation of how these eight interviews were chosen for

inclusion in this analysis). The purpose of these interviews in general was twofold: I

wanted to learn more about how the various systems worked in which these women

interacted, and I wanted to analyze the language used by public figures to talk about
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street sex work. My questions were less focused on the language they used and more

focused on their positions, the women, the system, and the community. Therefore, I

wasn’t asking my participants to pay attention to the language they used, but simply to

talk about their knowledge of the systems. In fact, in many ways I tried to steer away

from my interest in language because I didn’t want the speaker to focus too much on her

language and therefore be “careful” about her choice of words. I have to assume that,

because of the interview environment, the participants were already being somewhat

careful about the choices they made regarding language. Therefore, I worked to call

attention away from this area of study and focused more on the practical situations in

which these people worked. At one point in the interview, I asked my participants to

reflect on the language they use to identify women who exchange sex for drugs or

money, but that was the extent of my direct focus in this area.

G. Women Who Exchange Sex for Money or Drugs. My methodology and interviews

with street workers influenced my interviews and analysis of the rhetorics of public

figures. It was also during the process of interviewing the street workers that I realized I

wanted to focus on a smaller data set in order to fully develop a close analysis of both the

influential newspaper rhetorics that shape regional public opinions and the language of

public figures.

In addition to my interviews with women who exchange sex for money or drugs, I

also observed classes at social service organizations where these women receive services

and visited and participated in neighborhood association meetings where issues related to

exchanging sex for drugs or money were addressed. These additional sites broadened my
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perspective beyond the language used in my interviews, as I was also able to analyze the

language and other communicative interactions that occurred in these situations.20

My questions and subsequent analysis was somewhat more complicated in these

interviews. First, I wanted to better understand how street sex worker identities and the

material conditions of their lives were represented in the language these women used

surrounding this work. In addition to this analysis, my interviews also incorporated

questions about my previous analysis of both the newspapers surrounding this work and

my interviews with public figures. Within my research I chose to focus solely on women,

as analyzing issues surrounding male sex workers and alternatively identified sexualities

in sex work was beyond the scope of this project. Although these issues are extremely

important to consider in an analysis of sex work, trying to include them in this analysis

would unnecessarily complicate the study by involving those ideologies and

discriminations that arise when concepts of gender and sexuality beyond the heterosexual

practices between a man and a woman are involved.

I began this portion of the interview study by speaking to one informant who was

familiar with my study and had been active in exchanging sex for drugs or money for

many years. I interviewed her first and asked for her feedback and critique of my

interview questions and the project as a whole. This participant offered expertise and

insights that contributed to the revision of my interview questions and a better

understanding of my project. I then revised my questions for the subsequent interviews

20 I refer to communicative interactions as any kind of communicative event. This includes verbal language,
body language, laughs, silences, grunts, etc. It also includes literature that may have been handed out, signs,
and/or assaults that I witnessed, along with the communicative interactions that occurred between these
women and those they were interacting with (other women, public figures, children, etc.).
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with other women. I also continued to ask my research participants for their feedback

about the interview itself and my questions in particular, and in this way, was able to

integrate this feedback into subsequent interviews. This process did not substantially

change my interview questions, but in many cases I did add an additional question or two

based on the suggestions of my participants. These additions allowed for the street

workers to be more fully integrated into the interview process.

In order to make contact with these women, I created and posted fliers throughout

town at key social service organizations where many of these women receive services.21 I

asked prescreening questions in order to interview women who had performed sex acts in

exchange for sex and money on a regular basis. My initial prescreening questions

involved asking the respondents how often they currently participate or have participated

in this exchange and how long they had been exchanging sex for drugs or money. This

eligibility process changed as I began to talk to more women about the process. Initially,

in order to be eligible for the study, the woman was to have performed this exchange

more than ten times in the past six months. As I talked with the women who called me to

schedule interviews, these questions quickly became less relevant. I did not want to make

them feel as if they had to “qualify” to participate in the research study. If they had

performed these exchanges in the past, I decided to interview them. And within my

interviews, all of the women had exchanged sex for money or drugs on a regular basis for

a period of at least six months. Based on the goals of my research, it was important to

find women who chose to exchange sex for drugs or money as a primary form of

21 See Appendix A for a copy of the flier distributed.
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livelihood or to support their drug habit. I paid each of my participants $30 in order to

participate in a one- to two-hour interview.

Because the women were required to contact me, the participants were self-

selected and either had access to social services or were in touch with women who had

this same access and who had told them about the study. And these women were willing

to speak out—whether for the money offered as compensation for their time or to share

their experiences. Due to Institutional Review Board Human Subjects’ requirements, I

was not allowed to state how much compensation would be offered on the flier, but only

that it would be offered. It is impossible to say how many women did not respond and for

what reasons. The promise of compensation also complicates these issues because these

women typically are in dire need of money. I wanted to offer compensation because their

time is worthwhile and also as an incentive to participate. I tried to make sure that they

were qualified to participate in the study by asking the prescreening questions. When I

decided to no longer ask all of my prescreening questions, I found only one example that

wouldn’t have fit my pre-existing criteria. For example, during the interview, I quickly

found out that the woman had only exchanged sex for money one time. Although I

continued the interview, at that time, I decided I would not include that interview in my

data. And yet as we continued through the interview, I found that she had exchanged sex

for drugs for months at a time with a particular neighbor. These actions fit the initial

criteria of exchanging sex for money or drugs, and therefore, I decided to include the

interview in my study.
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In order to expand my research population, I also attempted to find participants

who did not directly respond to my flier by asking participants if there were others they

would contact on my behalf. This technique allowed me to reach a greater sample of

people than those limited to those who received services or were currently working and in

need of money. When my participants did know of others who might be interested in

participating in the study, I asked them to contact these women directly and have them

contact me if they were interested in order to maintain their confidentiality.

Overall, thirteen women responded to my flier and those who had heard about it

through word of mouth from their friends. I interviewed a total of ten women. (See

Chapter 5 for a breakdown of these women in terms of sexuality, age, class, ethnicity,

etc.)

When the women responded to my flier, I told them I did not want or need to

know their real name at any time during the research process. Because a signature would

be the only linkage between the woman’s identity and her interview, I was not required

by human subjects to obtain written consent. I read a consent form to the participant and

she agreed on the interview tape. Therefore, when the women initially contacted me, I

told them to give me a made-up name and that we would use that name in our

conversations and meetings. At times the women would give me their real names when

they called or left messages, but I never knew their last names and only referred to them

by their initials in my transcripts. This process usually worked quite well. I did not have

any contact information for these women so as to further protect their identity. I would

arrange a meeting place, day, and time with my participant. These meetings usually took
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place at the public library, their apartments, or a public place like a park where the

interviews could remain private. I explained what the interview would entail and then

told the participant she would be compensated at the end of the interview. I also made it

clear that if any questions were uncomfortable or she did not want to answer them for any

reason, she was not required to. In only one case did the participant tell me that she

preferred not to answer a question. My participants were also informed that they could

choose not to participate in the study at any time.

The purpose of these interviews was to gain a better understanding of the lives of

women who exchange sex for drugs or money, the systems in which they were

participants, and the language they and others use to describe these women and the

systems of which they are a part. I started by focusing most directly on the material

conditions of these women’s lives and how they identified themselves. This process

included asking these women questions about their work, goals, roles in the sex industry,

and their understanding of themselves in the community and society at large. I didn’t ask

these women to focus specifically on the language they use, as I didn’t want them to

concentrate too much on the words they chose, but rather to have them speak freely. I

began each interview asking them about their experiences. Later in the interviews I asked

them how they identified themselves in terms of exchanging sex for money or drugs, but

that was the only direct focus on language until the end of the interview when we

discussed the language and my analysis of this language found in the documents and

spoken by the public figures when they talked about sex work. At this point the research

participant and I struggled with the language in order to better understand each other and
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how we each understood how others talked about the exchange of sex for drugs or

money. At times this was a difficult process, and there were occasions when the

participant did not care to reflect on the language with me at all, but overall, it was

extremely rewarding. I was then able to take these discussions and analyze the language

we used to talk about these issues in order to attempt to bring the research closer to full

circle, as the women were able to comment on both the language used and my analysis of

this language.

I met with most of the women only one time. I had initial hopes of being able to

contact most of the women more than one time for follow-up interviews, but because I

was not able to use their real names or contact information, there was not a way to follow

up with them. All of the women contributed a great deal, not only in taking the time to

participate in the interview, but by helping me to think through how the media and public

figures used language to talk about women who exchange sex for drugs or money.

Triangulating my analysis of the previous two sites within my interviews with the women

offered a depth of understanding I couldn’t have attained by talking to the women

without involving them in my process of analysis.

My interviews consisted of both close-ended and open-ended questions, but

focused primarily on open-ended questions where the participants would “walk me

through” a typical day.22 I did not have a specific agenda for these interviews. I had

specific questions I wanted to ask them about their work and lives, but it was important to

me to follow the participant and where she chose to take the interview so she could lead

22 See Appendices C and D for interview questions for both public figures and women who exchange sex
for drugs or money.
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the discussion with her ideas, language, and what was most important to her in light of

my questions. In many cases, I would encourage the woman to talk about what was most

interesting or pressing to her with respect to the interview and then would find my way

back to my questions after she had discussed what was most important to her.

My goals were the same for the interviews with both public figures and women

who exchanged sex for drugs or money. In this way, I was able to hear the language they

used to talk about their daily lives and experiences. I did not want my participants to be

focusing on the language they were using to describe these exchanges and the issues

related to exchanging sex for drugs or money, but rather to focus on their lives and let the

language emerge from these explanations.

Often, I asked my participants to clarify or expand on a point, and I developed

ideas from what my participants mentioned in passing. At times I asked additional

questions that I thought of after better understanding the experience as a whole. This

reflection throughout the interview and my goal of leaving the agenda open helped to

move these interviews in directions I could not have foreseen. This meandering, at times,

was not always the most useful, but the process opened up the interviews to the goals,

experiences, and insights of the participants. I was also actively involved in writing

Chapters 3 and 4 while completing my interviews with public figures and street sex

workers. Participating in these interviews during the writing process allowed me to

further reflect on these issues, both while in an interview with a participant, and later

when I sat down to transcribe and analyze. It was also during this process that I realized I
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wanted to focus on a smaller data set in order to create a more in-depth analysis of the

language used.

H. Transcription. During the interviews, I took only brief notes while the participant

was talking if there was a point I wanted to return to or a new question I wanted to ask

that I was afraid I might forget. I tried to focus on facial expressions, pauses, other

questions I would want to include later, and anything in general I thought was important

that was not being said verbally. At times the conversations were difficult for the

participant, and I wanted to focus my attention on the speaker rather than on my notes.

Shortly after each interview, I read through my notes and filled in the blanks, trying to

think about aspects of the interview that were puzzling to me and any initial follow up

questions or concerns I had about the interview. I also continued this “semi-analysis”

process during my transcription of the interview because I could remember certain

aspects that seemed uncomfortable or unclear when I heard the interview again.

Due to financial constraints and my desire to be certain that the transcriptions

were accurate, I chose to transcribe all of the interviews myself. During the transcription

process I would type up the interview as I heard it and include questions or my own

comments in brackets. After the transcription, I would listen to the interview and read

through the transcript simultaneously in order to catch mistakes and fill in questions. At

this same time I made notes about follow-up questions or concerns that came up for me

during this process. I took lengthy notes on these questions and concerns so that I could

refer to them during my analysis.



76

3. Data Analysis

A. Analysis and the Data Collection Process. The analysis of the data is never separate

from the collection methods. The processes of gathering, analyzing, and understanding

are iterative. I interviewed the public figures over a sixteen-month period and the street

workers over a five-month period. Therefore, the interviews, analysis, and writing

overlapped. I wrote my analysis of the newspapers and of the eight interviews with public

figures as I continued interviewing both public figures and street sex workers. After

conducting many of the interviews with the public figures and engaging in preliminary

analysis of these interviews, I started interviewing the women who exchange sex for

drugs or money. I was then able to incorporate my analysis of both the media and my

interviews with public figures into my interviews with the women.

In addition to bringing new information and knowledge to the study, these women

were also active in helping me to continue my analysis of the language surrounding sex

work at a deeper level. What I mean by this statement is that I was able to ask these

women about some of the language and subsequent analysis during my interviews with

them. I was able to triangulate our conversations with my previous analysis and the

additional knowledge the women brought to that analysis while also analyzing the

conversations we were having about the language. This analysis on multiple levels

allowed me to create a space that included the women’s perceptions of this language and

analysis. Throughout the process I was continually writing, thinking, gathering data,

listening to interviews, transcribing interviews, reading transcripts, and interviewing

participants. Although complicated at times, the immersion into the material and analysis
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allowed me to gain a thorough understanding of the language used based on different

perspectives and how this language ultimately reflects, reproduces, and subverts

representations of sex worker identities and the material conditions of these women’s

lives.

B. Coding and Analyzing Data. Drawing on the techniques outlined by Emerson, Fretz,

and Shaw, I closely read through all of my field notes and transcripts and then adopted a

process of “open coding” where I went through these documents line-by-line in order to

identify and formulate the ideas, themes, or issues that were suggested by the texts. I

coded in this way in order to allow the themes to emerge from the documents rather than

searching for predefined categories that would be imposed on the data. This statement

does not mean to suggest that the categories existed separate from my own questions and

concerns regarding the process. Because I had defined my research questions and the

study as a whole, in addition to my own interests and concerns, I certainly cannot attempt

to remove myself from this equation. But reading the data in this way allowed me to see

it with “fresh” eyes, so to speak, and categories I hadn’t previously thought of emerged.

As I was involved in this “open coding” process, I began to code on the right side of the

documents and use the left side of the documents to reflect on the themes I saw emerging.

This process enabled me to analyze the transcriptions at a more global level within each

interview because new questions and ideas emerged as I read through each interview

transcription.

After the initial coding process, I wrote up themes and insights in theoretical

pieces that sought to clarify connections and link analytic themes and categories. These
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theoretical pieces helped me to learn from the data and make new connections between

the language people holding various stakes and positions used regarding women who

exchange sex for drugs or money. I then selected several prominent themes I saw

emerging and began writing integrative pieces that drew on these themes, language from

the interviews and my field work, and my own ideas about the connections between the

themes. Within these integrative pieces, I tried to keep in mind my own position as a

researcher and how it had changed throughout the 30 months of field work and the

previous years of scholarly and personal interest as my identity, viewpoint, and beliefs

about these subjects changed. I sought to reflexively center myself in the texts in order to

provide an analysis not only of the documents and texts, but also of myself as the

researcher who was pulling these texts and subsequent analysis together.

C. Critical Discourse Analysis. In addition to my analysis of the field work and data

contained in the interviews, I also analyzed the themes that were emerging through a lens

of critical discourse analysis. I primarily drew on Norman Fairclough’s theory and

argument in Discourse and Social Change:

Discourses do not just reflect or represent social entities and relations, they
construct or “constitute” them; different discourses constitute key entities
[. . .] in different ways, and position people in different ways as social
subjects [. . .] and it is these social effects of discourse that are focused
upon in discourse analysis. (3-4)

Fairclough provides a useful model because he defines discourse within a social context,

and he draws on Michel Foucault, whose work I also referenced in my own analysis.

Ideological analysis is also central to Fairclough’s work, drawing on twentieth century

Marxists Louis Althusser and Antonio Gramsci.
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In addition to Fairclough, I also worked from Barry Brummett’s concept of the

mosaic, as another way of understanding ideology. Brummett borrowed the term mosaic

from Samuel Becker in his 1971 essay in the landmark volume of rhetorical studies The

Prospect of Rhetoric, which aimed “to provide a way to account for the ways in which

people, going about their daily business, process the sources of information available to

them in meaningful (and meaning-managing) ways” (Brummett 63). Brummett argues

that an individual orders her world by constructing patterns, or mosaics, that make their

experience meaningful while at the same time creating herself as a subject who is

positioned by the pattern (84). Therefore, ideology is constructed by the individual in a

way that makes her known experience meaningful, while it also constructs the individual

as a subject who is recognizable within that same pattern. Examining and deconstructing

these mosaics is a way of better understanding the underlying belief systems or patterns

of experience that “make sense”—to an individual or individuals—while revealing how

their own positions are created and reflected by that same belief system or pattern.

Brummett was also helpful to my analysis of the discourse based on his

understanding of quotidian rhetoric, which he defines as:

the public and personal meanings that affect everyday, even minute-to-
minute decisions. This level of rhetoric is where decisions are guided that
do not take the form of peak crises [. . .] but do involve long-term
concerns as well as the momentary choices that people must make to get
through the day. [. . .] People are constantly surrounded by signs that
influence them, or signs that they use to influence others, in ongoing,
mundane, and nonexigent yet important ways. (41)

Brummett argues that the function of quotidian rhetoric is carried out through

appropriational manifestations of rhetoric, or that which is most appropriate in a given
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situation. Therefore, people, in general, are relatively “less consciously aware that the

management of shared meanings is underway” which means they are “less likely to take

or assign responsibility for a rhetorical effort” (42). Because appropriational rhetoric is

participation in as much as it is the production of the management of meaning, ultimately,

individual responsibility for both is less clear. Examining this quotidian rhetoric through

the lens of the representations of sex worker identities and the material conditions

surrounding their lives in the discourse surrounding women who exchange sex for drugs

or money allowed me to gain insights into the implications of these representations and

the attitudes held regarding this work.

Based on the above theories of analysis and my own analysis of the data, I was

able to develop a theory that explains how the sex worker identities and material

conditions of their lives are reproduced, entrenched, and even subverted in the language

surrounding this work. The following chapters outline this theory, present the

ethnography that informs it, and demonstrate its interpretive power.
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CHAPTER THREE

SITE ONE: NEWSPAPER ARTICLES SURROUNDING STREET SEX WORK

1. Introduction

Chapter 3 focuses on my first site of analysis, the local newspaper articles that

discuss “sex work” in Jemez.23 Through this analysis I explore the assumptions and

ideological frameworks written into mass media representations by asking the following

questions:

1. How are women who exchange sex for money or drugs represented in the newspaper

media surrounding street sex work in Jemez?

2. What kinds of tropes recur in these representations?

3. What ideologies are embedded in the literature about these women and their work?

Within these documents, I focus on the language surrounding street sex work, or

people who exchange sex for money or drugs—what is commonly referred to as

“prostitution” or sex work. As I noted in Chapter 1, the words prostitute, sex worker, and

victim of sexual exploitation are continually debated, and the choice of words often

reflects the moral and political standpoint of the speaker regarding the discourse subject’s

agency and position in society. For example, those people who tend to position

themselves in opposition to sex work use the words prostitutes and victims of sexual

23 I call attention to the terms commonly used to describe the activities of exchanging sex for drugs or
money, such as “sex work” and “prostitution” by placing them in quotations in order to show that these
terms are political and place the people who practice these activities in predetermined places, often based
on the political and moral stance of the speaker. For readability, I place the words in quotations when I first
use them. Throughout this chapter I use the term sex work to describe these activities based on my own
perspective that these activities are forms of labor that people perform for remuneration.
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exploitation to refer to women who exchange sex for money or drugs. Their choice of

language underscores their own belief and argument that these women are victims rather

than agents making an occupational choice. And then there are sex workers and sex

worker advocates who believe that many sex workers are agents who freely choose this

occupation and use the term sex work/er to reflect this belief and argument. Although

complicated by many scholars, the “victim” versus “agent” status of the person who is

the subject of the discourse holds fast in many debates, yet neither “victim” nor “agent”

does the person justice.24 This dichotomy is far too simplistic to define any one individual

or group of people in general, especially when it comes to people who are working in an

area so fraught with the moral and political ideologies surrounding sexuality, gender

roles, commerce, and social relationships.

2. Methodology

I began my research and analysis by examining the public discourse of newspaper

articles in Jemez to gain a better understanding of how street sex workers and their

related material conditions are represented. I chose to look at newspaper articles because

the “mosaics” or “kaleidoscopes” created from these stories largely inform laypersons’

opinions of and understandings about sex work.25 The newspaper articles came from the

24 See Chapter 1 for a more detailed explanation of these concepts.
25 See Chapter 1 for a more thorough explanation of Barry Brummett’s “mosaic” as a tool for managing
meaning and my own extension of his theory to the “kaleidoscope.”
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three primary newspapers in the Jemez community (The Jemez Daily, The Jemez Weekly,

and The State’s Daily News).26

I selected The Jemez Daily and The State’s Daily News due to their wide

circulation in the local community. The State’s Daily News is distributed in the morning

and has a circulation of approximately 110,000 copies. The Jemez Daily is distributed in

the afternoon and averages approximately 30,000 copies. The two daily papers contain

largely the same information, although The State’s Daily News is marketed as more

liberal, containing more local Jemez information, and is more expensive than The Jemez

Daily, which contains more national information (interview with editors of both papers).

The Jemez Weekly was selected as a news source because of its circulation. It is a weekly

paper that is free and available in places of business to be “picked up” by the reader. The

Jemez Weekly markets itself as an alternative news source whose median reader is 43

years of age. This age is approximately fifteen years younger than the median age of the

two other daily papers (per interview with the Weekly editor). Their circulation averages

approximately 50,000 copies. These three periodicals combined offer the most

comprehensive viewpoint of how sex work is framed and represented in the newspaper

media in Jemez.

During the initial phases of my analysis, I had intended to include news stories

from both newspapers and televised news broadcasts. Pictures are an excellent source of

persuasive rhetoric, and these texts would have been fascinating to include in my

26 In order to maintain anonymity of the people I interviewed for other parts of this dissertation, I am not at
liberty to reveal the location of my research site. Therefore, any indicators of personal identities or
geographic locales—including the titles of local newspapers—have been changed.
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analysis. One of the limitations of my study was locating archived copies of these

televised news broadcasts in order to analyze both their verbal and visual aspects. The

time and energy needed to locate and transcribe these stories was prohibitive, and

therefore I decided to focus only on print news media. As I moved into my analysis of

print media, I again confronted issues related to the images included with the news

stories. The archived versions of the print media do not include the images associated

with each news story, and the only way to locate these images and include them with the

news stories is to physically scan every daily and weekly paper through microfiche/film.

Again, the time and energy required to scan every article was prohibitive, and therefore, I

chose to focus on the language alone. This decision supported my choice to exclude

televised media because of their heavy reliance on images. Including only the language of

the televised media stories without subsequent analysis of the visual images would not

offer a balanced depiction of their representations of sex work. Given more time and

additional resources, I would like to incorporate the visual elements of these stories into

subsequent analysis.

In order to compile a body of texts that would allow for both a broad and in-depth

analysis of the local media that was also practical in terms of accessing the archives (see

below for more information about my archival research), I chose to examine the articles

included in the decade prior to this writing. I included articles that covered the past ten

years for two of the three periodicals (The Jemez Weekly and The State’s Daily News).

Because The Jemez Daily did not have their daily editions archived prior to 1999, making

only the past eight years accessible through electronic searches, I chose to include and
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analyze the articles from the past eight years. Including articles from ten years would

have required that I scan every daily newspaper in its entirety through microfiche/film for

the two years prior to their archive date. Because this search would have probably only

added a few articles to my corpus, I decided to omit these past two years and only include

eight years from this periodical. Of the two daily periodicals circulated in Jemez, The

State’s Daily News is archived through 1950 and is considered the more important

newspaper because it is circulated and covers information throughout the state (per

conversation via e-mail with university librarian). The three periodicals include two daily

newspapers and one weekly paper. By examining the articles throughout the last ten

years, I can provide a picture that reflects the current environment while also

incorporating the immediate history of sex work in Jemez.

I searched each newspaper by using a library search for terms commonly

associated with sex work. These terms consisted of: sex work, sex worker, prostitute, and

prostitution (the plural forms of these words, sex workers and prostitutes, were

necessarily contained in the searches for sex worker and prostitute). I began by initially

including words like whore, hooker, and ‘ho, but soon found that when these terms were

included in an article, the terms prostitute and/or sex work were also mentioned.27

Therefore, during subsequent searches, as I continued to update my research through the

end of December 2006, I only had to search for the terms sex work, prostitute, and

prostitution. In order to validate this process, I periodically also conducted searches for

27 There were cases when the words hooker and ‘ho were included in articles that were not about sex
work/prostitution.
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the words whore and hooker; these searches did not turn up any additional articles that

were germane to my original research.

I began this process by searching for the above words and then scanning the title

of each article to find out if it was related to local sex work issues. My initial searches led

me to scan/read approximately thirteen hundred articles. If the title left room for error, I

would skim the article. The process of choosing which articles to include in the body of

text for analysis quickly became complicated because these articles spanned a variety of

areas related to sex work, such as arrests for prostitution, local community issues, and

crime in general. In some cases I had to search the article for the specific word in order to

find out how it was used because the words were often buried in long articles that were

generally unrelated. For instance, there were numerous authors who used the concepts of

prostitution and whore as metaphors for other activities, particularly in editorials and in

relationship to political figures and issues. When a word was used in this context, I did

not include the article in my corpus, as it was not directly related to sex work in Jemez.

There were also many articles and notices that focused on books and films that included

sex work. Because the goal of my research was to examine how local sex work,

specifically street sex work, is represented and discussed in the community, throughout

my searches and subsequent analysis I decided to include only the articles that

specifically mentioned local sex work and issues related to sex work in the community.28

28 Although the articles that used the words prostitute and whore as a metaphor for other situations were
common and would lead to interesting analysis about how these ideas are used to perpetuate certain kinds
of ideologies, such an analysis is beyond the scope of this project.
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As I found the articles that fit these requirements, I saved each one as a separate file for

later, more detailed analysis.

This process of searching and narrowing was a circular one, as I searched on

numerous dates throughout the two years of my research. The above decisions were ones

I came to in the process of my searching for, reading, and categorizing articles. I

struggled over which ones to include because every article creates a different picture that

ultimately influenced the corpus I would be analyzing. As I continued searching and

analyzing my previous categorizations, I had to revisit the decisions I made about the

inclusion of particular articles. Therefore, I did not come to these decisions quickly, but

questioned both the names and the categorizations of the articles throughout my searches.

The number of articles alone helped me to further articulate my research goals and how

this body related to my research as a whole because the inclusion of every article, even

those tangentially related, would change what was revealed in my analysis. Therefore, I

was forced to think through what the inclusion and exclusion of particular articles would

mean for my analysis as a whole.

During my initial analysis, I adopted a process of open coding, where I read the

articles line-by-line in order to “identify and formulate any and all ideas, themes, or

issues they suggest, no matter how varied or disparate” that are emphasized in the articles

in order to allow the themes to emerge naturally from the documents rather than

searching for predefined categories that are then imposed on the data (Emerson, Fretz,

and Shaw 143). Again, I included only the articles that focused on sex work in Jemez and

the legal matters related to sex work in the state. Occasionally, some of the articles



88

addressed sex work in other cities, but if the article did not specifically mention sex work

in Jemez, I did not include it.29 There were also seven articles that discussed historical

aspects of sex work in Jemez that I chose to include. While these articles did not reflect

the current status of sex work—they dealt with topics such as legal sex work in Jemez at

the turn of the twentieth century—they do reflect how sex work was being reimagined in

the public consciousness within periodicals over the past decade. Because these historical

considerations and presentations were brought to the public’s attention over this period, I

chose to include them. As a result, my research captures how local sex work has been

framed and represented in print journalism during this time period.

3. The Data: Categories

In the past ten years there have been a total of 490 articles written in the area’s

major newspapers that mentioned or were specifically about local sex work. The number

of articles written per year ranged from 32 to 71. On average, there were 53 sex work

related articles written per year. This average was taken from the past eight years because

articles in The Jemez Daily from years one and two were not included in the overall count

and analysis. As I explained, The Jemez Daily did not have their daily editions archived

prior to 1999, making only the past eight years accessible through electronic searches. In

order to show a representative average, I used only the years where all three circulations

were represented. Within the following analysis, I provide a brief overview of the themes

29 While I am sure the existence of other articles not related to the local community influence people’s
perceptions of sex work, in order to narrow my analysis, I chose to focus only on the articles that
mentioned local sex work.



89

that emerged from the articles. The goal of this research is not to analyze each article in

detail, but to capture a picture of the status of sex work as represented in the local print

news media. This picture will then provide a background against which my analysis of

the interviews with public figures and street sex workers can be contextualized.

Upon my initial scanning of the articles that were selected for the corpus, I began

by deciding if each one was discussing street sex work versus sex work in general. This

distinction is important because the focus on my research is street sex work. This

delineation is also one that many researchers make (see Chapkis, Live Sex Acts; Leigh,

“Prostitution”; Nagle, Whores; Porter, “Drug Use”; Weitzer, Sex for Sale). For those

readers who are unfamiliar with the myriad types of sex work, a quick overview of such

categories may prove useful. Sex work is defined as any commercial sexual service

performed in exchange for material compensation. This category includes activities that

are both legal (exotic dancing, phone sex operators, burlesque performers, adult

pornography) and illegal (any activity that involves a face-to-face direct exchange of

stimulation for commercial gain). This second definition is necessarily vague, and

therefore relies on the courts in order to be definitive in specific situations. For example,

providing domination for the purpose of titillation in exchange for money is illegal in

many states, and yet penetration of any orifice is not required for this type of activity.

Exotic dancing is legal, and yet involves face-to-face and mental stimulation, thereby

demonstrating that an overarching definition is difficult to determine. Street sex work is

illegal in the United States and involves those persons who solicit sex on or near the

street as opposed to using telephones, the Internet, or other referral systems.
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As I explained in Chapter 1, much of the current funded research focuses on street

sex work, a practice that is often criticized in academic literature because street sex work

only comprises a small portion of sex work as a whole, and the persistent focus on street

sex work maintains its increased visibility within public domains. And yet rhetorically

and ideologically analyzing the language surrounding street work, while potentially

reproducing certain discourses and ideologies, can provide an alternative perspective on

sex work and the conditions in which the people who engage in this work live. Once I

had determined if an article dealt with sex work, I then categorized it as specifically about

street sex work, non-street sex work, or illegal sex work in general. This third category

primarily includes articles about laws relating to and penalties for participating in illegal

activities regarding sex work. Because these articles don’t mention street sex work

specifically, but are related to all illegal sex work, they required an additional category.

Within these three categories, 444 (91%) of the articles focused on street sex

work, 39 (8%) focused on non-street sex work, and seven articles (1%) focused on the

laws and penalties relating to illegal sex work in general. Based on this simple

categorization, it is easy to see why the picture most commonly considered by the

layperson is that of street sex work. This category of sex workers is what the public is

most familiar with in the media. The increased emphasis in the media on human sex

trafficking—a commercial sex act that is induced by force, fraud, or coercion, or in which

the person induced to perform such acts has not reached eighteen years of age—is also

increasingly conflated with street prostitution and the material conditions of exploitation,



91

another reason why the public is more likely to picture street sex work when sex work is

mentioned in any context (Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 2000). 

 After forming these initial categorizations, I divided the articles further according

to their individual subject matter. Within the articles focused on street sex work and my

coding of them, I created the following subcategories (listed from least to greatest

number of articles): a. historical; b. violence against street sex workers; c. disease; d. in-

depth coverage of street sex work; e. legal cases peripherally involving street sex

workers; f. arrests; and g. the local community (see Table 1 for the specific breakdown

and number of articles and percentages).30 These subcategories require a bit of additional

explanation.

Table 3.1, Categories, numbers, and percentages of articles found directly related to Street Sex Work
from 1997-2006

Category Number of Articles Percentage of Street

Sex Work Articles

(444 total)

Percentage of Total

Articles

(490 total)

Historical 7 1.6% 1.4%

Violence Against

Street Sex Workers

8 1.8% 1.6%

Disease 8 1.8% 1.6%

In-Depth Coverage of

Street Sex Work

12 2.7% 2.4%

Legal Cases

Peripherally Involving

Street Sex Workers

38 8.6% 7.8%

Arrests 43 9.7% 8.8%

Local Community 328 73.9% 66.9%

30 The articles are not categorized according to whether the women/prostitutes or men/johns were
discussed. Rather, they are categorized according to the primary focus of the article.
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The aforementioned subcategories emerged primarily through the article titles and

the focus of each article. For example, “County Syphilis Cases up Third Year in a Row”

and “Study is Urged to Check Risks of Border HIV” are two articles that were

categorized as being primarily about disease based on the titles and the information

included. Although many other articles mentioned diseases in relationship to street sex

work (HIV/AIDS, sexually transmitted diseases, etc.), the other articles didn’t focus

primarily on the issue of disease and were therefore included in the subcategory that best

fit the overall theme of the article, rather than the “disease” category.

I will begin by explaining the above subcategories in more detail. I do not explain

these subcategories in the order they appear in the above table (from least to greatest

number of articles), but rather by how I categorized the subject matter of the articles. I

begin by discussing the subcategories that encompass general issues and then move into

those subcategories that focus most directly on street sex work.

In the “disease” subcategory, each article focuses on disease transmission via

sexual contact or intravenous drug use. In these articles, street sex workers are either

mentioned peripherally or are central to the article, but ultimately the focus of the article

is on a disease in the local community. The subcategory “legal cases peripherally

involving street sex workers” is simply that. In each article, a legal case is the focus and

street sex workers are mentioned once or twice. This subcategory includes a larger

number of articles than was typical for the ten-year period because of a high-profile case

spanning two years that mentions a street sex worker almost as an aside. In all of these

articles, street sex workers were not the victims of a crime or the focus of an article, but
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because street sex workers are mentioned, I included the articles in my analysis. The

subcategory “local community” includes all of the articles that focus on general issues

where street sex work was mentioned or was one of the central themes of the article but

was not the central focus. For example, this subcategory includes articles that discuss

neighborhood “clean up projects,” police politics, letters to the editor, crime, and so forth.

This subcategory contains the greatest number of articles and became a sort of catchall

for the articles that didn’t fit into any of the other articles. Because all of the articles focus

on the local community, local conditions, and mention street sex work, I chose to identify

them simply as “local community.” Many of these articles were about specific areas of

the local community that the public and/or police were taking an interest in and therefore

mentioned street sex work along with other “problems” that needed to be or had been

addressed in that area.

Four subcategories focus specifically on street sex workers. The “historical”

category includes articles that focus on street sex work as it existed in the past. In the

subcategory “violence against street sex workers,” each article focuses on a crime that

had been committed against a street sex worker, such as sexual assaults, robberies, and

murder. The subcategory “arrests” includes all articles that focus directly on the people

and activities that surrounded arrests of sex workers and their clients. And finally, the

subcategory of “in-depth coverage of street sex work” was exactly that. In these articles,

the overall purpose of each article is to examine or discuss street sex work in the

community. All of the articles that focus specifically on street sex work/ers were included

in the general corpus analysis (explained in more detail below) but were also part of an
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in-depth analysis where I focused on the underlying assumptions and ideological

frameworks that were contained within these articles. Especially within the subcategory

of “in-depth coverage of street sex work,” a primary focus of the articles is an

explanation of street sex work within the local community. Therefore, I chose to analyze

all of these articles in depth because sex work was the subject of the article, rather than

simply being tangentially related to the subject of the article. Because street sex work is

the focus of my research and of my interviews, it was also important to analyze these

articles in order to examine their themes, tropes, underlying assumptions, and ideologies

in more depth.

The articles that focused on non-street sex work were also further subcategorized

according to the following (from least to greatest number of articles): a. other sex work;

b. sex work arts; and c. sex work in general (its own category—not included in non-street

sex work). Table 2 shows the exact number of articles and percentages for these

categories. I offer this subcategory breakdown of the articles related to non-street sex

work in order to provide the reader with more information about what kind of

information this subcategory contains.
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Table 3.2, Categories, numbers, and percentages of articles found related to Non-Street Sex Work
from 1997-2006

Category Number of Articles Percentage of Non-

Street Sex Work

Articles

(46 total)

Percentage of Total

Articles

(490 total)

Sex Work in General 7 0%

(not included in non-

street sex work)

1.4%

Other Sex Work 17 43.6% 3.5%

Sex Work Arts 22 56.4% 4.5%

The “sex work in general” category includes all of the articles that focused on any

aspect of sex work—not directly or indirectly related to street or non-street sex work. For

example, most of these articles discuss the legal penalties for exchanging sex for money,

but because they do not focus on the location of this work, they are categorized as “sex

work in general.” The “other sex work” subcategory includes articles about aspects of sex

work other than street sex work. These included articles about topless bars, arrests of

escorts, gambling and prostitution at casinos, etc. This area of sex work is not defined as

street sex work because rather than one-on-one contact on the street, all of these aspects

of sex work involve some sort of advertising, phone calls, and oftentimes management

that interacts between the clients and the sex workers.

The “sex work arts” subcategory is a bit more complicated to define. Among the

non-street sex work articles, the greatest number of articles falls into the “sex work arts”

category. Building on the popularity of similar festivals that have occurred in larger cities

such as New York and San Francisco, activists and sex workers in Jemez decided to bring

performers to the local community in order to celebrate, educate, and create awareness
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about sex work. These events began in 1999, and at that time started gaining media

attention. All of the articles in this subcategory focus on these events in the local

community. One purpose of these events was to draw attention to sex work in general,

and thereby increase awareness about the conditions and humanity of street sex workers.

And yet, street sex workers have not been a primary audience or focus for these events.

A note about street sex workers from the organizers’ perspective is important to

include here. During an interview with a key organizer, I found that the organizers care

very much about street workers and wanted to bring them into the community, but they

found the street sex workers did not identify as sex workers and were not necessarily

trying to make a political statement. Based on this knowledge, and because sex workers

in general have consistently been spoken for by those who are outside their own

community, the organizers did not want to make this same mistake and attempt to speak

for the street sex workers. Films were included in the festivals that dealt with street

workers, and volunteers consisted of former street workers. The organizers also chose a

popular street sex worker location for a protest site in order to draw attention to issues

related to sex work and to the street sex workers in particular. Their goal was to improve

public opinion and local conditions for street sex work because they were keenly aware

that street workers bear the brunt of law enforcement activity and negative attention from

the media and neighborhood associations.

The organizers worked to create an art as activism event that would build a pro-

sex coalition from a diverse group of people (sex workers; gay, lesbian, bisexual, and

transsexual; political organizations; sex-positive groups, etc.), and therefore, the above
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groups and their interests were at the forefront. Initially, the festivals began as middle-

class showings, but there was hope that if the festivals continued there would be more

involvement from street sex workers. Although the street sex work aspect was present

and affected by the festivals, I chose to include these articles in the “other sex work”

category because the festival and its events did not focus primarily on street sex work.

After searching, compiling, reading, coding, and categorizing all of the articles

according to the themes that I saw emerging from the articles, I then analyzed these

articles as they related to the material conditions of sex workers’ lives. Within this

context, I define material conditions as the physical environments they live in and their

effects on the workers’ bodies, identities, and spirits. For example, material conditions

would include the aspects commonly associated with street sex work, such as drug use

and sexually transmitted diseases, and they would also include how these conditions

shape both street workers and the perceptions of street workers by the general public. The

material conditions of street prostitutes’ lives cannot be mapped out in their entirety, as

they differ substantially based on location and personal circumstances, but some of the

primary considerations include social status, control and power over and within working

conditions, experiences of and adjustment to the work, arrests, drug use and risk of

HIV/AIDS, and resident issues with and responses to prostitution. I borrow from Wendy

Chapkis’ categories in her article “Power and Control in the Commercial Sex Trade,”

expanding on her categories based on my own analysis of the central issues most

publications deal with surrounding street sex work. The above categorizations also
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interact to cause more oppression of and difficulty in the lives of women and men who

exchange sex for drugs or money.31

4. The Data: Corpus Analysis

Because there were numerous articles that touched on many different themes, I

examined the articles based on the prevalence of certain words and metaphors that were

contained in these articles. Therefore, I created a single text file that contained the full

text of each article for all the years searched, resulting in approximately 1300 pages of

source material. Due to the sheer number of pages and words, I chose to use the corpus

analysis software Antconc 3.2.0 in order to better analyze the words contained in the

articles. Antconc is freeware concordance software developed by Laurence Anthony, a

Ph.D. in applied linguistics. Anthony developed the software in 2002, and it was initially

designed for use in the Scientific and Technical Writing Program at the Graduate School

of Engineering at Osaka University in Japan. It was initially developed using the PERL

5.8 programming language and is distributed as freeware for Windows and Linux. The

software offers an extensive set of text analysis tools including KWIC concordance (a

corpus analytical tool for creating word frequency lists, concordances, and collocation

tables using electronic files), a search term distribution plot (a tool that plots the

occurrence of the search term based on where and with what frequency it appears in the

document), file view/file search (enables one to move back and forth quickly from search

31 See Chapter 1 for a more thorough explanation of the material conditions that are common to street sex
workers. These conditions are commonly cited and explained in the literature and are based on the various
studies academics and social service agencies have undertaken.
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terms to the context in which the terms are embedded), word clusters (enables one to

search for groups of word), and keyword lists (Anthony).

This software allowed me to easily search for particular words and then find them

in the initial corpus using the file view/file search capability. I was also able to search for

particular groups of words, find words that were frequently clustered together, and find

out how frequently each word and cluster was used within the entire corpus. These

capabilities enabled me to search for words that I had predefined prior to developing the

corpus, while also allowing me to discover which words occurred more frequently than

others throughout the entire corpus—including words that I had not previously identified.

These features enabled me to shift my research in directions I hadn’t previously

considered.32

It is important to note that in this analysis, I am not making claims about the

number of times these words are mentioned as related to newspaper articles in general.

The term frequency claims I make concern how many times certain words are used in

terms of this corpus, especially in proximity to the words prostitute and/or sex work, and

how this proximity might influence the interpretation of the lexical items that are the

focus of my research. This analysis seeks to show that there are certain words and phrases

used and omitted that serve to highlight the material conditions related to street sex work

that ultimately influence the reader’s perspective of street sex work as a whole.

32 A more detailed explanation of the project’s term searching techniques is included in the “Words and
Clusters” section below.
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5. The Data: Words and Clusters

Many of the words associated with the material conditions surrounding street sex

work do not lend themselves well to text searches, as social status, control, power over,

and power within working conditions are concepts that are not easily quantifiable.

Therefore, I rely on my analysis of the articles that focus specifically on street sex work

in order to explore the language related to these areas. Using Antconc made it easy to

search how many times particular words are used in general and within specific contexts.

I began my search of the text by counting the total number of times particular words were

used. These words were chosen from those that are commonly associated with the

material conditions of street sex work, which I have outlined in Table 3. Each word listed

also includes close derivatives of that word. For example, when I list the words sex work,

I also included searches of sex worker, sex worker’s, and sex workers’.

Table 3.3, Terms and the number of times each term was found in the entire corpus of articles
related to Sex Work from 1997-2006 (listed in alphabetical order).

Term Number

Abuse (in general—drug, physical, sexual) 167

AIDS 68

Arrest 449

Bad 87

Bar (drinking establishment) 138

Clean 130

Community 548

Crime 1184

Dirty 18

Disease 78

Drug 1050

Exploit 2

Fix 36
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Gang 132

Help 386

Ho 6

Hooker 60

Incest 1

Jail/Behind Bars 234

“John” 81

Molest/Molester 17

Money 301

Needle 46

Neighborhood 1222

Police/Cop 1558

Poor/Poverty 65

Prostitute 1127

Rescue (excluding names of organizations) 2

Resident 603

Save 40

Sex/Sexy 446

Sexually Transmitted 17

Sex work 106

Substance (related directly to use/abuse) 51

Victim 238

Violence/Violent 268

Whore 16

I want to emphasize that the above words were counted in terms of how many

times they appear in the corpus—I did not determine if these words were directly related

to sex work/prostitution. What can be valuable about doing a search like this is that the

reader can ascertain what words are repeated again and again within the articles that

mention sex work. For instance, the words crime, drugs, neighborhood, and police/cops

all appear well over one thousand times in this corpus. This is significant relative to the
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word prostitute, which occurs 1127 times. Therefore, the reader associates these other

words with the information contained in these articles roughly equivalent to the word

prostitute itself. The word drug appears slightly less than prostitute, at 1050, and the

other terms crime, neighborhood, and police, occur more than the word prostitute.

Therefore, within this corpus, when someone reads an article that mentions street sex

work or prostitution, they are very likely to see sex work discussed within the context of

law enforcement and community safety, rather than within, say, career alternatives or

labor issues. This context has implications for the public’s understanding of street sex

work as a whole, which will be discussed more fully in Chapters 4 and 5.

After my initial analysis, I then searched for clusters, or the words that were

commonly found near the target word. I chose to do cluster searches of the words

prostitution, prostitute, and prostitutes, and I will report my results based on all of the

permutations I found directly clustered with these words. I began by searching for

clusters that were smaller than five words total, meaning the program only looked for

words that were within five words of the target word. Initially, I did searches that were

larger and found that the results did not vary significantly, as the key terms showed up

within five words of the target word.

The program looks for clusters of words that are repeated throughout the entire

corpus. The fifth most popular cluster, which occurs 21 times, is the phrase “drugs and

prostitution.” And although this cluster only occurs 21 times, this number is significant

because all of the other most popular clusters including the target word prostitution are

clustered with articles (such as the words and, of, and for). In other words, the most
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popular noun that is clustered with the word prostitution is the word drugs. The word

drug is associated with prostitution even more often than the articles in and with. After

searching for all of the possible permutations of prostitution and drugs (e.g., “drugs and

prostitution,” “dealing and prostitution,” “drug use and prostitution”), I found that the

drugs/prostitution cluster occurs 157 times in the corpus. One of the nice things about

searching for these clusters is that the computer program finds the clusters based on the

number of times they occur in the corpus. Therefore, the researcher is not solely

responsible for searching for key words. As a result, I found many words clustered with

the forms of the word prostitute that I had not previously considered, for instance,

addicts, dealers, junkies, and pushers (all of the previous examples are permutations of

“drugs” within my searches for “drugs and prostitution” and are not directly related to

prostitution). Because these words are also associated with drugs and drug use, I included

them in my overall count.33

In addition to searching for derivatives of prostitution, I also searched for clusters

surrounding all of the words in the above table. Within these searches I increased the

cluster size to sixteen in order to make sure that I found as many associations as possible.

The only searches that resulted in multiple associations were those surrounding the words

crime, clean, help, and violence. My search for clusters surrounding the word crime

resulted in twenty instances in which crime was directly associated with prostitution, 82

instances of violent crime, and 245 instances where crime in general was the focus (for

example, reducing crime, crime rates, fighting crime, etc.). My search of the word clean

33 See Appendix B for a listing of the terms and clusters and the number of times each term and cluster was
found.



104

resulted in 34 references to cleaning or cleaning up (in other words, cleaning up people,

the neighborhood, etc.) My search for the clusters surrounding the word help resulted in

128 instances of “to help,” and my search for violence resulted in 48 instances of

domestic violence.34

It is important to note that these occurrences do not relate directly to sex work in

every case—and it is not my intent to argue that these terms are associated with sex work.

That argument would require that I examine the context of every use of every word and

how it is used within the article as a whole. What I am trying to show is how often

specific terms and phrases are used contextually in articles that discuss or are about sex

work, and therefore, what types of general associations are likely to be made when street

sex work is discussed.

Based on this initial analysis, Table 4 provides a listing of the same words and the

number of times they are found in this corpus from greatest to fewest.

Table 3.4, Terms and the number of times each was found in the entire corpus of articles related to
Sex Work from 1997-2006 (listed from greatest to fewest)
Police/Cop 1558

Neighborhood 1222

Crime 1184

Prostitute 1127

Drug 1050

Resident 603

Community 548

Arrest 449

Sex/Sexy 446

Help 386

Money 301

34 See Appendix B for a listing of the clusters and the number of times they were found.
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Violence/Violent 268

Victim 238

Jail/Behind Bars 234

Abuse (in general—drug, physical, sexual) 167

Bar (drinking establishment) 138

Gang 132

Clean 130

Sex work 106

Bad 87

John 81

Disease 78

AIDS 68

Poor/Poverty 65

Hooker 60

Substance (related directly to use/abuse) 51

Needle 46

Save 40

Fix 36

Dirty 18

Molest/Molester 17

Sexually Transmitted 17

Whore 16

Ho 6

Exploit 2

Rescue (excluding names of organizations) 2

Incest 1

Based on the numbers alone, it is easy to see why certain actions and terms are

more closely associated in area newspaper articles of the past decade with

prostitution/sex work and street prostitution/sex work in particular. My analysis of the
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language used in my interviews with the public figures reveals different trends and

emphases and is explored more fully in Chapters 4 and 5.

The above was only a surface-level analysis of the language and associations that

are commonly found in articles that discuss sex work. To deepen this analysis, I will next

apply these statistics to a rhetorical study of the articles in my corpus in order to reveal

how the ideological assumptions permeate print journalism that addresses the subject of

women who exchange sex for money or drugs.

6. The Data: Rhetorical and Ideological Analysis

As I discussed above, my initial corpus categorization identified the dominant

themes that emerged from a decade’s worth of regional newspaper articles addressing

some aspect of sex work. Of the six categories (Violence against Sex Workers; Disease;

In-Depth Coverage of Street Sex Work; Legal Issues; Arrests; Local Community), only

twelve of the articles within the corpus specifically examined street sex work. I chose not

to group articles that focused on arrests of street sex workers and their clients in the “In-

Depth Coverage” category because these articles not only dealt with criminal charges, but

also with police tactics, law enforcement regulations, and legal penalties rather than street

sex work practices in particular. As I reviewed these materials, I determined that

analyzing the additional 43 articles that focused on street sex worker and client arrests

would necessarily and unhelpfully broaden the scope of this project to include many

issues not directly related to street sex work (e.g., zoning laws, officer deployments, and

bench judgments); for this reason I excluded these articles from this part of the project.
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The twelve articles I was left with all came from the three Jemez periodicals noted

earlier and together comprised slightly more than 15,000 words. They include nine full

articles (written by newspaper reporters), two letters to the editor, and one editorial

written by a newspaper columnist.

7. Who Gets to Speak?

Examining who gets to speak in particular articles offers a closer look at how

street sex workers and street sex work are presented to the public. I have divided these

articles into categories based on who is given a voice within them. Five of the articles

include interviews with and information about specific street sex workers or prostitutes

(prostitution articles).35 Three articles focus on the “johns” or men who employ street

prostitutes, but of these three, only one includes quotations from and specific information

about these men (john articles). Seven articles do not include any interviews with or

mention of specific prostitutes or johns and focus on penalties for prostitution, plans to

decrease prostitution, and a planned diversion program for men and women arrested for

prostitution (legal/social articles).36

Within the prostitution articles, three are in-depth explorations of street

prostitution, one is an article about a street prostitute who changed her life, and one is

about an organization that works with street prostitutes. Ten women who are or were

actively working as prostitutes are quoted directly, paraphrased, or discussed in some

35 From this point on, I will use the language that is most commonly used in the articles themselves.
36 Within these articles all of the people who exchange sex are women and all of the people who purchase
sex are men. There is no mention of men who exchange sex or women who purchase sex. Although men
also exchange sex on the street for both male and female clients, there is no mention of these transactions in
this corpus.
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detail. Of these ten women, three were dead, purportedly as a result of being prostitutes,

three were—at the time of writing, at least—current prostitutes, and four were former

prostitutes who had changed their lives, are actively involved in helping others to remove

themselves from prostitution and their lives on the street, and are represented as role

models for those still working in prostitution. Of this latter group, one of the former

prostitutes had become the director of a diversion program in another city for women

arrested for prostitution. All ten of the women were cited by either their real or street

names.

Of the five articles, two of the articles focus on street prostitutes (one in each

article) in detail, and both articles present the prostitute’s story as one of drugs,

jail/prison, and prostitution. According to these articles, through personal strength and

programmatic support, each woman found her way out of prostitution and is now an

active role model and works to help others who are involved with drugs and prostitution.

The third article, which is primarily focused on johns, includes the story and perspective

of a director of a diversion program for street prostitutes who, prior to her work as the

director, was a street prostitute for more than twenty years. A fourth article focuses on a

program that works with street prostitutes and interviews two street workers in detail.

Within this article, the first is unsure of her options, wants to leave prostitution and drugs,

but is not sure if she’ll be able to. The second street worker talks about her history of

prostitution and now works with the organization that is the focus of the article in order to

help others remove themselves from prostitution. Within these five articles, only one

article focuses on street workers who are still actively working as prostitutes and,
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although they want to leave or are in general unhappy, have not yet left and are not role

models to others trying to help them leave the world of prostitution. It is also this article

that focuses on the details of three prostitutes who were found beaten and killed—

violence that was attributed to their work as street workers. Four out of the five articles

focus on street prostitutes who have since left this environment and now work with and

inspire others to leave street prostitution.

The john articles include one article that mentions three clients or johns, one of

whom is famous and not local and two of whom are local and kept anonymous. This

article included interviews with the men and asked them why they participated in

prostitution. A second article focuses primarily on penalties for johns and compares

Jemez’s penalties and arrests with those in other areas of the country, and the third one

focuses on a diversion program that is now being offered to both johns and prostitutes

that allows them to choose to avoid time in jail and undergo counseling.

The legal/social articles include an editorial about increased penalties for

prostitution, two letters to the editor responding to proposed and actual changes to the

law, and four articles that focus on city and neighborhood association plans to decrease

prostitution in specific areas, state-wide changes in prostitution policy that resulted in

increased penalties, and diversion programs for people who are arrested for prostitution

and want an alternative to spending time in jail and are therefore offered counseling.

They include the voices of city councilmen and women, police officers, attorneys,

residents, neighborhood association leaders, business owners, activists in the sex-worker

movement, senators involved in the proposed and contested bills regarding penalties for
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prostitution, the governor, program directors (of programs designed to help prostitutes

and provide diversion services), statistics regarding the number of women in street

prostitution and arrests both locally and in other areas, proposed laws, and research from

nationally known researchers involving street prostitution.

Through these articles, a number of public messages about street prostitution

become clear. In all of the cases, the women who are working on the street want to leave

prostitution. Of course, the reader doesn’t hear from those who are dead, but it can be

assumed that these women would prefer to be alive over being beaten, raped, and killed

because of their choice to be involved with prostitution. In four out of the five articles,

the reader is offered a message of hope that individual street workers are able to remove

themselves from street prostitution and work to help others do the same. Only in two

cases does the reader see women working as prostitutes who do not necessarily plan on

leaving prostitution, but who say they would like to leave and are worried about their

futures. These are the pathways that are open to street prostitutes as represented in the

newspaper media in Jemez. These women are also all currently using or have a history of

using drugs, have been sexually and physically abused as children or as adults by johns,

have been in jail/prison on charges ranging from drug paraphernalia to manslaughter, and

are vulnerable to diseases and general violence. These stories are what the public

associates with women who work in street prostitution. And this subset of articles

includes all of the articles whose stated purpose is to provide an in-depth exploration of

street prostitution, including its causes, consequences, and possible solutions, within the

ten-year period examined.
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Within the articles about penalties, plans to decrease prostitution, and diversion

programs, the women’s voices are not heard, nor are those of their customers. Instead, the

reader hears from police, attorneys, program directors, legislatures, researchers, and

others who talk about street sex work, its penalties, and its implications on the health of

the women actively involved in the trade, their customers, and the neighborhoods in

which street sex work is transacted. Therefore, when the public hears the voices of these

women, it is only in response to in-depth articles about prostitution rather than about

neighborhood plans to rid the area of prostitution or the penalties for prostitution. When

the articles focus on policy and programs for women involved in prostitution, the women

are silent, as are their customers. They aren’t interviewed, aren’t asked what they think of

the programs and penalties, and aren’t asked how this might affect their lives. Readers do

hear from those working to implement the programs and policies, such as city council

leaders, police officers, attorneys, and neighborhood association leaders. The readers hear

from researchers about the problems associated with prostitution, residents and workers

who live and work in the areas where prostitution is more visible, and local business

owners and neighborhood association leaders who believe prostitution is decreasing the

value of their properties and businesses. In two articles, sex worker activists and sex

worker activist organizations are also mentioned—in one article briefly as an aside, and

in another a more in-depth description of the organization and the issues surrounding sex

work activism.

Based on these articles, when looking at proposed solutions and penalties

regarding street prostitution, the public hears from lawmakers, enforcers, and the general
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public, but not those who are directly participating in these crimes and are subject to the

laws, ordinances, and penalties. In one article that addresses proposed penalties on

owners of places where prostitution occurs, the owners are interviewed and given a voice

in order to express how this proposed ordinance would potentially affect them, but again,

those directly participating in prostitution are not included. From this perspective, a

reader might conclude that it is only necessary to hear from those on the law-making and

enforcement side of the policy—in terms of how it will effect a neighborhood and its

residents, and in some cases the business owners. These are the people who are given a

voice in terms of proposed plans and solutions. The men and women who participate in

acts of prostitution are only given a voice when the subject matter of the article is an in-

depth look at prostitution and programs created to “help” prostitutes.

As I examined these articles further, I realized that the voices of the men and

women engaged in these acts are silenced further still by the voice given to concerned

citizens who, while only marginally involved in sex work issues, are nonetheless asked to

offer their opinions for print. This trend is also consistent within the hundreds of articles

contained in the larger corpus of articles. In very few cases were the women and men

who were directly involved in exchanging sex asked to express their opinions about the

laws and penalties surrounding street prostitution.

8. Representations of Prostitutes and Johns

Within the articles that provide the women/prostitutes and men/johns with an

opportunity to tell their stories, I also examined the kinds of questions they were asked
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and thereby discerned the central focus of each article (based on their answers and what

is discussed in general in each article). The following categories emerged from this

analysis: interviewee provides name/anonymous, relationship status, reasons for

participating in prostitution, length of time participating in prostitution, length of time

using drugs and treatment for drug addiction, length of time and cause for

jail/incarceration, physical or sexual assault status, and physical descriptions of the

interviewee. Within these articles the johns commented on their relationship status and

why they participated in prostitution. The prostitutes, on the other hand, did not discuss

their relationship status, but they did discuss why they chose to participate in prostitution

largely in terms of desperation or lack of choices.37 The women were asked how long

they had worked as a prostitute, whereas the men were not asked how long they had been

paying for prostitutes. The women were asked about the length of time and treatment for

their use of drugs, whereas the men weren’t asked if they had used, were currently using,

or had been treated for drug addiction. The women discussed their length of time in jail

or prison, whereas the same information was not provided about the men, except for the

fact that both men were experiencing their first arrest for prostitution. And finally, the

women were asked if they had been victims of physical or sexual abuse or assaults,

whereas the men were not asked if they had been victims of or had victimized others

sexually or physically. The articles also included physical descriptions of the women’s

skin due to drug use (“arms showing scars of track marks left by needles”; “her face is

pocked because, while under the influence of drugs, she picked at imaginary bugs”; and

37 See the “Personal Choice/Responsibility as a Solution” section for more analysis related to choice.
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“pock marks scar her shoulders where she punched needles into her skin”38). Based on

the information provided, the reader envisions the physical description of the

women/prostitutes but not necessarily the men/johns. Table 5 provides an overview of the

kinds of descriptions and information requested from both women/prostitutes and

men/johns.)

Table 3.5, Outline of the focus areas found in newspaper articles regarding women/prostitutes and
men/johns based on twelve articles that focus on Street Sex Work from 1997-2006

Focus areas found in newspaper articles Women/Prostitutes Men/Johns

Anonymous (Interviewee did not provide name) X

Relationship status (married, girlfriend, live-in, etc.) X

Currently have children X

Children removed from the home X

Reasons for participating in prostitution X X

Length of time participating in prostitution X

Types of drugs involved with X

Length of time using drugs and treatment for drug addiction X

Length of time and cause for jail/incarceration X

Physical or sexual assault status X

Physical description based on drug use X

As revealed in Table 3.5, there is a much greater focus on the negative aspects of

the women’s/prostitute’s lives than the men’s/john’s lives. While the women are depicted

as having lives ravaged by addiction, abuse, and social ostracism, the men are depicted as

lonely or unfulfilled, but essentially harmless to both themselves and their community.

They are regular, everyday guys who don’t wear the signs of exchanging sex for money

or drugs on their skin for everyone to see. Unlike the sex workers themselves who are

38 These excerpts are not exact quotations from the newspaper articles in order to preserve anonymity, but
they are written very closely to the actual language used.
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physically marked and clearly identified, their clients are anonymous, both in name and

appearance. The women/prostitutes and their paths are revealed and made public, while

the men/johns remain unknown. The women/prostitutes are also much more in the

spotlight in terms of their actions, both past and present, that led them to participate in

prostitution, whereas the men’s/john’s motives and history are vague. This analysis of the

relevant corpus sample makes it clear that the newspaper reading public in the Jemez

region is offered a consistent picture of street sex work. This picture suggests that

prostitutes—and not the men who hire them—are at turns victims, corrupters, and

saviors.

9. Personal Choice/Responsibility as a Solution

One final thread that emerged from my analysis of this corpus is the notion of

personal choice and responsibility in terms of being involved in prostitution, and

therefore, perhaps as a solution to ending prostitution. One of the stated purposes of the

in-depth articles on prostitution was to explore the possible solutions to prostitution. As I

explored in some detail in the “Representations of Prostitutes and Johns” section above,

there were different focal points for the women and men in terms of the questions they

were asked in their interviews. One focus was the concept of choice and responsibility

that is presented about the prostitutes and johns who chose to participate in prostitution.

While I am drawing on a limited corpus and cannot make generalizations about how

johns and prostitutes are discussed in the mass media on a large scale, this analysis is

quite sound within the regional context from which my data was derived. As such, I
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believe it fairly and accurately represents an ordinary reader’s understanding of

prostitution as derived from the newspapers she or he consumes in the Jemez region.

Within this corpus, only one article focused on the men or johns who chose to

participate in the process of exchanging sex for money or drugs. Within this article, two

men are represented. Mike is a “lonely” man because his marriage ended over ten years

ago, but who never thought his “search for comfort” would land him in jail. 39 He is

described as “just wanting to talk” and “to be with somebody for a little bit.” Mike states

that he’s “not just a pervert.” Tommy is a mechanic who “lives with his girlfriend and

their year-old daughter” and says he’s “satisfied with his love life.” Nonetheless, he

stopped to proposition a woman standing on the side of the road, although he says he

doesn’t know why. Later, Tommy suggests that his choice has “probably something to do

with men.” These are the only two examples of men who purchase sex the reader sees

within this corpus. Although the men are definitely portrayed as responsible for their

actions and are obviously choosing to participate in acts of prostitution, they are also

portrayed as somewhat confused and pathetic.

The descriptions of the women are quite different from those of the men. For

example, Rebecca is “tired of working the streets”—as her “harsh history” includes six

years as a prostitute and twice as long as a heroin addict. She says she was “looking for a

legitimate job, but didn’t have any luck.” She doesn’t know if it’s her past, but “it’s hard

to get a job.” She goes on to say, “I’m trying as hard as I can.” Similarly, Sandy was

“dragged under by drugs and knows of no way out.” She thinks of trying to create a new

39 This quotation is a paraphrase of the actual quote in order to maintain anonymity, but the key terms such
as comfort and loneliness are those actually used in the article.
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life for herself, but she “doesn’t know where to begin.” And again, “life on the streets and

on drugs is all that she has known for several years.” Both of these women are described

as long-time drug users who are trying to get out of street work but aren’t able to due to

their circumstances.

In addition to not knowing how to get out, the women are also described as

becoming involved in prostitution due to their desperation or as a way of taking care of

themselves. For example: “Desperate for cash and with little forethought other than

getting well, she turned her first trick—selling her body for quick money”; “Prostitution

was her method of survival”; and “I didn’t consider it prostitution. I was taking care of

myself—I didn’t have to beg or steal or depend on someone else.” Within this corpus,

women become involved in prostitution because they are leaving abusive home lives,

either as children or adults, and/or due to their involvement with drugs. In general, the

rhetoric related to prostitution and drugs consists of either 1) the women get hooked on

drugs and then end up selling themselves in order to support their habit, or 2) they turn to

drugs or their drug use escalates in order to provide a mental escape from prostitution.

Within these articles, prostitution was their means of supporting themselves and is

portrayed as a “choice” these women make to survive.

And as I have explored more fully in the above analysis, within the five articles,

four women managed to overcome drugs, leave prostitution, and now work as role

models and are voices for others who are still involved in prostitution. As I stated above,

two of the women who were the focus of the articles were still actively involved in

prostitution, wanted to leave, and were concerned about their futures. Three of the
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women had died as a result of their drug and prostitution lifestyle, and four managed to

“escape” prostitution. The term escape also positions the women as prisoners or captives

of the drug and prostitution lifestyle. This “escape” is a story of hope that is told again

and again throughout the articles, and what is interesting is how this story is represented

in the articles as an issue of personal choice.

In many of the articles, the solution to the problem of prostitution is presented as a

choice—it is up to the individual women to “choose drugs on the street over a new

lifestyle;” there are “options that exist to help prostitutes break their cycle of danger and

despair, but the choice is up to them whether they will change their lifestyle;” and “it is

up to them if they want to change their lifestyle.” Within these statements lies the

assumption that the women involved in prostitution should change their lifestyle, that

there are programs out there to help them change their lifestyle, but ultimately it is a

personal choice whether they will decide to change or not. The focus within the in-depth

analysis of prostitution is on the individual—individuals make choices, individuals

escape prostitution, individuals become role models for others and ultimately provide

hope, both for those who are still in prostitution and want to find their way out and for the

general community as a whole who wants to find solutions to prostitution.

The women are portrayed as becoming involved in prostitution because they are

desperate—to escape from an abusive home life, to support a drug habit, to support

themselves in general—and yet they are also portrayed as needing to make a choice and

change their lifestyle. The focus on the individual, especially in the hopeful stories that

focus on the women who have changed their lives and are now role models for others,
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encourages the public to view prostitution as an individual’s problem—not one that

society as a whole perhaps might be responsible for. The individual prostitutes made

decisions, perhaps out of desperation that led them to become involved in the sex trade,

and these individuals must now choose to remove themselves from this “lifestyle.” And

although there are public and private organizations designed to “help” these women,

ultimately the responsibility is on them.

This framework is one that makes sense in the United States where individualism,

self-reliance, and the ideology of “pulling oneself up by one’s bootstraps” pervade mass

culture. And yet this focus becomes ironic and contradictory in an analysis of the

newspaper rhetoric concerning street sex workers: prostitutes shoulder the harshest blame

for the evils of sex work, while johns are allowed to shirk their collusion in the same

transactions; prostitutes are celebrated for their eventual choice to leave prostitution, but

no celebratory voice is ever given to their initial (and in many cases, life-saving) choice

to enter into prostitution; and prostitutes are commended for their strong will in leaving

the sex trade while virtually ignoring the deep and damaging socio-economic roots that

make prostitution a viable option for desperate women in the first place. The newspaper

articles do not focus this much attention on the men who have chosen to purchase sex—

they are assumed to be nowhere near as desperate as the women, perhaps because they

are paying rather than receiving money for sex. But readers never learn their histories as

intimately as the prostitutes’, nor are they considered the primary problem. In the few

articles that do focus on johns and the proposed penalties for them, the ultimate goal is to

solve the problem of prostitution. Within this corpus the problem is framed as one that
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primarily involves drug use and focuses on the women who choose to participate in these

activities. The reader’s attention is not brought to focus on the cycle of abuse, both as

children and as women, that many of these women have been subject to, nor the

perceived need for drugs that many of these women feel, nor the issues of poverty and

difficulty supporting oneself and perhaps one’s children also. This framing of the

intimate details of these women’s lives accompanied by the message of personal choice

and responsibility then encourages the public to view the prostitution “problem” as one

that can be solved by the individual, and, more specifically, by the individual prostitute.

10. Conclusions and Continuation

I have examined this corpus in order to create a background or context against

which the interviews with public figures and street sex workers can be analyzed. Based

on these articles, first and foremost, when prostitution is mentioned, it is street sex work

that is primarily the focus of the attention. And within the articles about street sex work,

the reader is exposed to specific words and concepts more than others, such as police,

neighborhood, crime, and drugs. I also examine these words within my interviews with

public figures, along with other words that aren’t used as often, in order to better

understand contextually how they reflect the material conditions surrounding street sex

workers’ lives.

Within the subset of my corpus that specifically gives voice to prostitutes and

johns, I found that when an in-depth look at prostitution is offered, the participants in the

trade are included, but when penalties, laws, and ordinances are discussed, neither the
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prostitutes’ nor the johns’ perspectives are included; instead, the reader hears only from

police, social service agency leaders, lawyers, and legislators. As a whole, the johns

receive the least amount of attention in terms of biographical detail and why they choose

to participate in prostitution, while the prostitutes receive the greatest amount of

exposure, especially about their drug use, criminal past, jail time, and status as victims of

violence. Finally, the “problem” of prostitution is represented largely as one of personal

choice and responsibility. Although the women may have entered prostitution due to

desperation and need for survival, the articles focus on women who have made choices to

get “help,” change their “lifestyle,” and are no longer involved in prostitution. These

women are represented as heroes and role models for others who are still involved in

prostitution. This same attention is not paid to the johns who are no longer involved in

purchasing sex. The framework of personal choice and responsibility encourages the

public to focus on the individual, and specifically on individual women, as the solution to

the “problem”; they do not look at larger systems of poverty, abuse, and violence. In the

following chapter, I focus on the language used in my interviews with public figures to

more fully explore these concepts and others in order to provide a richer analysis of the

language surrounding street sex work and the material conditions of street sex workers’

lives.
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CHAPTER FOUR

INTERVIEWS WITH PUBLIC FIGURES: A DESCRIPTION OF THE

PROBLEMS AND SOLUTIONS SURROUNDING STREET SEX WORK

1. Introduction

In contrast to the newspaper articles explored in Chapter 3, Chapter 4 is an

analysis of my interviews with public figures, those people who work directly with or

advocate for street “sex workers” in Jemez.40 These public figures include police officers,

social service agents, neighborhood association leaders, and activists.41 In addition to

analyzing the language used in the media (Chapter 3) and by the street sex workers

themselves (Chapter 5), I also chose to analyze the language used by pubic figures in

order to investigate how these women are identified and how the material conditions—

the physical environments they live in and their effects on the workers’ bodies, identities,

and spirits—are represented, reproduced, and entrenched in the language surrounding this

work. There is a connection between the language the public figures use to discuss street

sex work and its most significant problems, which I argue ultimately directs how the

potential solutions are envisioned and implemented.

40 I call attention to the terms commonly used to describe the activities of exchanging sex for drugs or
money, such as “sex work” and “prostitution” by placing them in quotations in order to show that these
terms are political and place the people who practice these activities in predetermined places, often based
on the political and moral stance of the speaker. For readability, I place the words in quotations when I first
use them. Throughout this chapter I use the term sex work to describe these activities based on my own
political standpoint that these activities are work in which people participate in order to earn money or
other material gain.
41 In order to maintain anonymity of my sources, I am not able to reveal the location of my research site.
Therefore, the geographic location and all of my participants’ names and identifying information have been
changed.
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Through this analysis I explore the assumptions and ideological frameworks

within the public figures’ language by asking the following questions:

1. How are women who exchange sex for money or drugs represented in the language

used to talk about street sex work in Jemez?

2. What kinds of tropes recur in these representations?

3. What ideologies are embedded in my participants’ language about these women and

their work?

In my interviews with public figures, I focus on the language surrounding street sex

work, or people who exchange sex for money or drugs—what is commonly referred to as

“prostitution” or sex work.42

I use rhetorical analysis, or the study of how language shapes and is shaped by

cultures, institutions, and the individuals within them. I then look at this language from

an ideological perspective, or the identification and examination of the underlying

assumptions of communicative interactions. Not only is my subjects’ language examined,

but so too are the underlying belief systems of that language. These ideologies and ethical

systems can be interrogated in order to better understand how street sex workers’

identities and the material conditions of their lives are represented in my participants’

language surrounding this work.

In this analysis I do not mean to imply that there is a cause and effect relationship

between language and the material conditions of street sex workers. It is too simplistic to

state that if people change their language practices, then their material conditions will

42 See Chapters 1 and 3 for a more detailed explanation of these concepts.
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necessarily change as well. What is important to my research is using discourse as a

departure point—a beginning through which scholars can examine language itself and

what it represents, along with the underlying belief systems that ultimately influence the

way street sex workers are perceived.

My analysis of representations of sex workers adds to the growing body of

knowledge that is examining the rhetoric of the quotidian. I draw on Barry Brummett’s

analysis in his Rhetorical Dimensions of Popular Culture where he defines quotidian

rhetoric as:

the public and personal meanings that affect everyday, even minute-to-
minute decisions. This level of rhetoric is where decisions are guided that
do not take the form of peak crises [. . .] but do involve long-term
concerns as well as the momentary choices that people must make to get
through the day. [. . .] People are constantly surrounded by signs that
influence them, or signs that they use to influence others, in ongoing,
mundane, and nonexigent yet important ways. (41)

Before delving into my analysis in this and the following chapter, I want to

emphasize that I do not mean to imply that any of these issues are simple—they are

extremely complicated. As the number of my interviews grew, along with my

corresponding analysis, I struggled with how heart wrenchingly complex the myriad

concerns are because the subject of street sex work involves larger socioeconomic and

structural issues such as poverty, substance use, violence, and physical abuse. My

analysis offers an analytical perspective on the language used by public figures and how

this language reflects the material conditions related to street sex workers’ lives.
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2. Methodology

My volunteer and paid work at a social service institution allowed me to develop

an understanding of public figures who worked with women who exchange sex for

money or drugs. I was also able to create a list of potential participants in my research of

the newspaper media in Jemez. During my reading and analysis of the newspaper articles,

I created a timeline of significant events that had occurred surrounding street sex work in

Jemez, along with a list of public figures who were cited, discussed, and considered most

intimately involved in these events. I thereby began with a list of police officers,

neighborhood association leaders, people who worked for social service agencies, and

activists who were closely involved with the sex work community. In some instances, I

contacted the public figures without a referral, explained my research, and asked if I

could interview them. During each interview, I asked my participant if there were others

they would recommend I talk to, and if they would be willing to contact them for me or

would prefer I contact them directly. In every interview my participant recommended at

least three or four additional people.

I began creating a list of public figures who represent a range of organizations and

interests: police, social service workers, activists, neighborhood association leaders,

medical professionals, and so forth. Throughout this process I cast a fairly wide net and

then asked for additional recommendations. Because Jemez is a relatively small

community, this snowballing process culminated in referrals to the same people, which

was one of the goals of my interview strategy because it quickly became apparent to me

that the net I had cast was wide and thorough and resulted in a comprehensive search of
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the local area. When I began to encounter the same referrals, I realized I was familiar

with and had contacted most, if not all, of the figures who were most well known in the

community.

3. Participants

I interviewed twenty public figures, including sixteen women and four men. Of

these participants, eight work for social service agencies, four work in various positions

within the Jemez Police Department, four are activists, two are involved in neighborhood

associations, and two are academic researchers. As I began contacting participants for

this study, I began categorizing them according to their occupation or their role most

directly related to street workers. The above categories include the occupations of social

service agents, police officers, and academic researchers and the more voluntary roles of

neighborhood association leaders and activists. I did not begin my search for public

figures with these categories in mind, although I did know I would begin by talking to

social service agents and activists, as they were the first public figures that educated me

about street sex work. I could have chosen to interview people like hotel owners and

managers or newspaper reporters, but I felt the people who hold these positions are not as

intrinsically involved in street work and street workers’ lives. And yet not all of the

categories included people who were intimately involved in street workers’ lives. Many

of the social service agents and activists did not work with or come into contact with

street workers on a daily basis, and the neighborhood association leaders were familiar

with street workers at various levels. Therefore, their title does not dictate their proximity
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to street workers. The activist title assumes that the individual is interested in sex worker

rights in general, which usually includes street workers, but those workers may or may

not be the focus. And social service agents are those who work for non-profit

organizations through programs that attempt to address the needs of individuals and the

community. All of the police officers had worked directly with street workers, although

at the time of the interview two were no longer working with them. And the

neighborhood association leaders were individuals who volunteered to lead the work their

neighborhood associations felt would improve their neighborhoods.

Because Jemez is a relatively small community and many of the public figures

could be easily identified, I can only provide rough descriptions of the areas in which my

participants worked. The social service participants work in public health, administration,

corrections, and behavioral and mental health counseling. The four participants from the

Jemez Police Department all work or have worked directly with street sex workers. The

activists are involved in local sex worker activist organizations and have various levels of

involvement with street workers ranging from extensive to none at all. The two people

from the neighborhood associations and the two academic researchers also have various

levels of involvement with street sex workers. The largest group of participants came

from the social service agencies because these are the people, aside from the police

officers, who have the most direct contact with street sex workers either in a correction or

counseling capacity.

This dissertation, however, only contains my analysis of a portion of this data. By

the time I had finished compiling my full dataset (newspaper articles and two sets of
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interviews), I had gathered a voluminous amount of data. In order to adequately parse the

rhetorical and ideological subtleties contained in the interviews, I realized I would need

to undertake a much more thorough analysis of the newspaper articles that represented

street sex work to the general public. As a result, I sought to gain a comprehensive

understanding of the rhetorics of street sex work as propagated through regional

newspapers, a respected and long-standing source of socio-cultural information in the

area. I realized a smaller data set of information would lead to closer analysis of the

language and a richer representation of these subtleties and therefore decided to focus on

only eight public figure interviews within this analysis. This refined and foundational

analysis not only provides me the opportunity to study more deeply the popular rhetorics

about street sex work that are propagated through the mass media, but will also provide

for me a more comprehensive background for later analysis of my remaining interviews. I

chose to defer the remainder of the public figure interviews for my subsequent work in

this area. My participants include two people from each of the four categories: police

officers, social service agents, activists, and neighborhood association leaders. I chose to

randomly select two people from each category in order to represent each area equally. I

chose not to include people from the academic research category, as they were not as

directly involved in street sex workers lives.

4. The Language Surrounding Street Sex Work

One of the first issues I encountered during my interviews and subsequent

analysis was the language my participants and I used to talk about sex work and street sex
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work in particular. I am therefore devoting this opening analytical section to this subject

because it is important for the reader to understand the terminology and how my

participants used this language. As I state in the Introduction—in the first sentence

actually—I make claims about language and sex work. And I clarify that throughout the

dissertation I use the words sex work to describe these activities based on my own

political standpoint that these activities are work in which people participate in order to

earn money or other material gain. And yet my own standpoint continually evolved

throughout the process of my dissertation, and the language that I chose to use in

interviews varied based on my own current stance and the language used by my

participants.43

The language that people use to talk about street sex workers is often dictated by

their political and occupational stance, and this use was reflected in the interviews with

many of my participants, but not always. Throughout my interviews the words that were

used to describe women who work on the street to exchange sex for money or drugs

included (in alphabetical order): hooker, prostitute, sex worker, street worker, whore, and

women who exchange sex for money or drugs.44 Of the aforementioned, the words

prostitute and sex worker were used the most frequently by my participants. In addition

to these more specific terms, my participants also referred to the people they discussed as

43 The evolution of my language use and analysis is explored more fully in the section titled “My
Language.”
44 This list includes the words that were used in my interviews with public figures. It is in no way inclusive
of all of the terms that are used to describe this work—both nationally and internationally.
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girls, ladies, and women.45 Although a participant might choose to use a specific word to

refer to a person who engages in certain types of activities, it cannot be assumed that each

individual has thought about the language or its political implications to the same degree.

It is important to note that many people use particular locutions because it is what they

were taught, is therefore habitual, and often has never been questioned.

5. Prostitution versus Sex Work

A. History. Examining the roots of a particular word and its initial meaning in context

can allow for a fuller exploration of the present use of this same term. According to the

Online Etymology Dictionary, the word prostitute was first recorded in written form in

approximately 1530 and was used as a verb to mean “to offer to indiscriminate sexual

intercourse (usually in exchange for money)” (“Prostitute”). This word came from the

Latin word prostituere, which meant “to expose to prostitution, expose publicly,” (ibid.).

The use of this word as a noun is dated at 1613 from the Latin word prostituta or

prostitute, the feminine version of prostitutes. According to this dictionary, the concept of

“sex for hire” was not “inherent in the etymology, which rather suggests one ‘exposed to

lust’ or sex ‘indiscriminately offered’” (ibid.). Within The Perseus Digital Library, the

first definition for the term prostituo is “to place before or in front” and secondly “to

expose publicly to prostitution, to prostitute” (“Prostituo”). Its root word is statuo which

45 My study focused primarily on women who exchange sex for drugs or money. Analyzing issues
surrounding male and transgendered sex workers and alternatively identified sexualities in sex work is
beyond the scope of this project. Although these issues are extremely important to consider in an analysis
of sex work, trying to include them in this analysis would unnecessarily complicate the study by involving
those ideologies and discriminations that arise when concepts of gender and sexuality beyond the
“mainstream” are involved.
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means “to cause to stand” or corporally, “To cause to stand, set up, set, station, fix in an

upright position” (“Statuo”). The root definitions of “plac[ing] before or in front” and “to

cause to stand” are foundations of the word prostitution today and imply that the

prostitute does not have agency in making this choice, but is “exposed,” “placed,” and

“caused to stand” by someone else. The person is thereby not making his or her own

decisions. The passive voice results in the construction of a prostitute as weak and

helpless, and this powerless position is equated with dehumanization because the

individual is not viewed as a person who is capable of making his or her own choices, but

is controlled by other forces.

Some scholars argue that the concept of prostitution is a social construction that is

relatively modern, created as an identifiable concept only within the last two hundred

years. For example, in “Helping Women Who Sell Sex: The Constructing of Benevolent

Identities,” Laura Agustín argues that the term and identification of the prostitute was

invented to create a pathetic victim who required “saving.” Prior to the late eighteenth

and early nineteenth century, Agustín argues, “the buying and selling of sex was treated

as one of an array of social offences” and that there “was no word or concept which

signified exclusively the sale of sexual services” (9-10). Today, the most common

understanding of the word prostitute includes both concepts of “sex for hire” and as an

identity—if a person uses his or her body to participate in sexual acts for material

compensation, that person is identified as a prostitute.

The term sex work was initially coined by Carol Leigh in the late nineteen-

seventies (Biography). Leigh created this term, in her words, as an attempt to “reconcile
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my feminist goals with the reality of my life and the lives of the women I knew. I wanted

to create an atmosphere of tolerance within and outside the women’s movement for

women working in the sex industry” (“Inventing Sex Work” 225). Sex work is defined as

any commercial sexual service performed in exchange for material compensation. Rather

than referring to an act that in most countries is illegal, as the term prostitution usually

does, this term refers to a category that includes activities that are both legal (exotic

dancing, phone sex operators, burlesque performers, adult pornography) and illegal (any

activity that involves a face-to-face direct exchange of sexual stimulation for commercial

gain).46 The term sex work is not known or used as often in layperson’s conversations,

perhaps due to its recent invention and the fact that it is used within activist organizations

to emphasize the work-related aspects of these activities and performances.

B. “Sex Wars.” The concepts of prostitution and sex work have also been prominent in

the feminist debates or “sex wars,” which began in the early 1980s. Wendy Chapkis,

Sociology Professor at the University of Southern Maine, traces this debate back even

further to the early 1900s. She cites feminist historian Sheila Jeffreys’ argument that

many prominent suffragists during this time period believed that the “sexualization of

women led to her being considered fit for no other career than that of sexual object and

affected the opportunities of all women from the ‘degradation of her temple to solely

animal uses,’ so that she might take a full part in all the areas of life previously arrogated

to man” (qtd. in Chapkis, 11). Women were either recognized as sexual objects or civil

subjects and being recognized as the former obviated the latter. Women’s rights activists

46 See Chapter 3 for more information about sex work and legal ambiguity.



133

who opposed these beliefs argued “sex could and should be an area of expanded freedom

for women” (11). These disputes over the role of sexuality dominated the “second-wave”

feminist debates in the 1980s and generally divided people into two polarized camps. For

the last twenty years through continued discussion, research, and analysis, these camps

have been expanded into numerous groups with more complicated viewpoints. And yet

through these debates the “prostitute thus comes to function as both the most literal of

sexual slaves and as the most subversive of sexual agents within a sexist social order”

(12).

Within this growing body of knowledge, a debate of identity has also emerged:

Can one be a sex worker and a feminist? Jill Nagle opens the introduction to her edited

collection of writings by sex workers, Whores and Other Feminists, with the questions

she was asked during the production of the book: “Feminists? In the sex industry? How

can a sex worker be a feminist?” (1). And on the other side, sex workers respond that

they don’t see a valid characterization or any representation of themselves in the pages of

academic texts. Arguing that their bodies are used as symbols for a variety of feminist

arguments, many sex workers don’t find accurate representation in these pages. One of

the most problematical examples occurred when the January-February 1994 issue of Ms.

magazine featured the cover story “Roundtable on Pornography” that did not include any

women actively involved in producing pornography or any aspect of the commercial sex

industry (Nagle 1-2). Although known for its coverage of feminist issues and women’s

rights, this magazine reported on a subject without including any of the people who were

actively involved in producing or working within pornography and the commercial sex
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industry in general. This example is a case in point of the argument that sex work is

debated and discussed without including those active in the sex industry, which serves to

silence their identities and voices.

One of Wendy Chapkis’ research participants, Sandy, a former teenage street

prostitute, addresses the question of the sex wars and the question of prostitutes:

You know, when I read some of the stuff written by so-called “feminist
allies,” it feels like they are fighting over our bodies. Some of them say
they are “pro-prostitution,” as if it could be that easy. Then there are the
others who say that prostitution is evil because it contributes to violence
against women and they’ll have their “Take Back the Night” marches right
through the Red Light district without even dealing with the sex workers
as other women. It’s like prostitutes are just these bodies who are
somehow connected to something bad and evil or something good and on
the cutting edge of revolution. They just turn us into symbols. (Chapkis
127)

Chapkis herself argues:

There is no such thing as The Prostitute; there are only competing versions
of prostitution. The Prostitute is an invention of policy makers,
researchers, moral crusaders, and political activists. Even sex workers
themselves contribute to the creation of a normative prostitute by
excluding those from their ranks who are not “real” enough or “good”
enough. (211)

In this chapter I strive to give the voices of my participants room to speak, argue, and

ultimately create varied understandings about the representations of street sex work

without trying to recreate a “truth” about the words prostitute or sex worker.

6. Participants’ Language

Generally, the language that a participant used to refer to the women who

exchange sex for money or drugs was largely dictated by their own occupation and
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political stance. I began each interview by asking the participant about the organization

they worked for or were involved with, other positions they had held in the past that

related to this area, and what they considered were their areas of expertise. In this way, I

hoped to encourage them to talk about their positions and work in general without

focusing too much on the language they used. I then asked them questions about the

systems in which they worked (neighborhood, police, activist, etc.), the relationship

between the police and these women, and about community organizations for these

women. Only after speaking quite extensively about their work, expertise, and experience

with women who exchange sex for money or drugs did I ask them to focus on the

language they used to talk about these women).47 I was therefore able to analyze both

how my participants talked about street workers and how they talked about “talking”

about these women. This process allowed me to compare the language they used while

not requiring them to focus too much on their own language use because I did not want

their speech to become self-conscious and therefore stilted, and I wanted them to use the

language they were most comfortable using, rather than attempting to use language that

might be more “politically correct.”

Notably, in not one case was there a discrepancy between the way that the

participants talked about the women and how they believed they talked about the women.

Although there were cases where the participant mentioned words used to describe

women who exchange sex and then he or she did not use those words again to describe

the women or their activities, I never found a person who said they used one word to talk

47 See Appendix C for Public Figure Sample Interview Guide.
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about the women and then used completely different language to actually talk about

them. The goal of this section is not necessarily to categorize public figures according to

their language choices, but to discuss the language they use and how that language

reflects the underlying beliefs and ideologies imbued in those words for specific

audiences.

7. Prostitute as Dehumanizing Term

Why does it matter how public figures like social service agents, activists,

neighborhood association leaders, and police officers talk about these women? Many

activists and social service agents argue that the term prostitute is derogatory and

ultimately dehumanizes the subject being referenced. As one activist stated:

I think that whenever you call somebody a prostitute, you take them down
a notch from everybody else. It makes them easier to disregard and ignore,
and it makes them easier to rape and kill and beat up because they’re
somehow less than human, when in fact they are people who have
addiction problems and other issues going on and that’s what we need to
deal with to help these women.48

As has been stated, the etymological definition of the word prostitute is “to offer to

indiscriminate sexual intercourse (usually in exchange for money)” or “to expose to

prostitution, expose publicly” (“Prostitute”). Both of these definitions reflect the

dehumanizing aspects the activist mentions above—as the prostitute is offered

indiscriminately for sexual intercourse or exposed publicly. In these definitions, the

48 I have taken the liberty of editing my participants’ language for readability, but I have not changed any of
the key words or phrases.
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person who is participating in prostitution is passive, and he or she is offered to

“indiscriminate” use and “exposed” by someone else.

Many activists and sex workers argue that the act of prostitution in and of itself is

not dehumanizing, and is, in fact, profoundly human because it has existed in so many

forms for thousands of years. And yet defining a person based on this one action alone,

and one that many people believe is morally wrong and physically contemptible, serves

to depict the person who is participating in these actions as less than human because the

action, rather than the humanity of the individual, is emphasized. This same idea is

reflected when the word prostitute is used as a metaphor to reflect unfavorable opinions

about the one who is participating in these activities. For example, politicians are often

accused of “prostituting themselves” for favors in the public arena. This metaphor

implies that the politician is “selling out” for a larger purpose, perhaps in terms of trying

to gain votes and thereby he or she supports certain policies. The reference is derogatory

because the politician is doing something that is considered to be base in order to gain

something of greater value. The exchange is associated with illegal or underhanded

behavior and is not represented as equal, as, for example, the purchase of an automobile

would be for a certain amount of money. Many activists argue this derogatory reference

is included in any mention or identification of the word prostitute, as the definition of the

word involves an illegitimate or underhanded exchange.

Agustín argues that many scholars do not question the construction of the term

prostitute and that by uncritically deploying this term, they continue to reproduce the

stigma associated with it and ultimately hurt the women and men who are participating in
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commercial sex (“Helping Women Who Sell Sex: The Constructing of Benevolent

Identities”). This construction was not the case with the activists and social service agents

I interviewed. Both social service agents and activists mentioned their dislike of the word

prostitute, and one, in particular, related this word to ignorance in general. The social

service agent said: “People are very ignorant. I mean they still call these women

prostitutes. I find that to be one of the most derogatory words in the United States.

Absolutely. Just offensive to me.” And another social service agent said “I don’t like the

word prostitute.” When asked why, she said “I don’t know, it bothers me. I like sex

worker better.” This same agent also commented that “You don’t hear prostitute much or

anything like that much anymore.” When asked about the common terms other people

use to describe women who exchange sex for money or drugs, an activist said: “Prostitute

seems really popular, but hopefully that’s going to go out of favor.” And a social service

agent stated: “The outside world … they use prostitute a lot, and I don’t like it.”

Although a question wasn’t specifically asked about the term prostitute, all of the social

service agents and activists specifically mentioned this word and emphasized they did not

like it being used about the women we were discussing.

Within these interviews, I also asked my participants how the women identify

themselves. One of the police officers responded by saying: “They say they date or

they’re working.” One of the activists related: “I heard maybe one or two women refer to

themselves as prostitutes. Most of the time they would talk, they didn’t refer to what they

did in any specific terms….We never offered them an identity [in the interview
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instrument] as a sex worker or a prostitute, and they never offered an identity as a sex

worker or a prostitute.” And one of the social service agents answered:

Most of them refer to themselves as prostitutes, which to me was an
indicator of not feeling real good about themselves because when I posed
questions probing around that [calling themselves prostitutes] later on,
they call themselves prostitutes because that’s what the community calls
them. And it’s a negative thing. So some of them still call themselves
prostitutes and hopefully over time, they will be able to identify that
“prostitute” is a definition of behavior. It’s not generally a very positive
thing, and they can still have that behavior and not have to think so poorly
of themselves, until they either develop another behavior or that behavior
can be manifest in a way that doesn’t put them at risk for violence and
disease and continued addiction. They move from being a prostitute in
terms of what my experience has been, in terms of the process of
education and support that the center provides them. They go from
referring to themselves as prostitutes to referring to themselves as women.
Those are the words that they use.

The above description reveals that this social service agent believes that the word reflects

a negative behavior that the woman should not necessarily own as an identity, but rather

as an activity in which they participate. This concept is important because, as she reveals,

they can still participate in this behavior and not feel poorly about themselves. She goes

on to say later in the interview: “There’s a segment of them, certainly, that’s impacted

them to believe ‘I have a personal character flaw and that’s why I do this.’ It’s important

for them not to relax themselves into that and believe that it’s their truth. It’s nice to be

somebody that hopefully can remind them that you can change your truth anytime you

like.” Based on this description and explanation, this social service agent argues that

describing someone as a prostitute makes it less easy for sex workers to identify as

anything separate from their profession, and therefore are less likely to change what they
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believe about themselves, and ultimately, their own “truth.”49 This statement also

constructs the social service agent as one who is needed by the woman who exchanges

sex, as they are positioned as negative, thereby creating a relationship between the

women and the social service agencies as victim and savior.50, 51

8. Sex Worker as an Alternative?

If the word prostitute is not appropriate, would the term sex worker be more

veracious? In order to challenge the derogatory representations of prostitution, Carol

Leigh invented the word sex worker to “create an atmosphere of tolerance within and

outside the women’s movement for women working in the sex industry” (“Inventing Sex

Work” 225). The term sex worker is intended to be more neutral in describing a type of

work, similar to holding a position in other fields that contain both positive and negative

aspects. The person who is engaging in this work is a worker, similar to other kinds of

workers who hold legitimate jobs, such as a postal worker. The term sex worker was also

created by a sex worker as a way to identify herself, and this term, although critiqued and

contested, has been embraced by many people who work in the sex industry. The term

sex industry itself also supports the concept of sex work because it is viewed as an

industry, and workers are integral to industries. Even the phrase women who exchange

sex for money or drugs was created as a way to place the women, rather than the acts in

which they participate, at the center of the discussion. These are women who participate

49 How street workers identify themselves is explored more fully in Chapter 5 based on my interviews with
the street workers.
50 See the section titled “Woman as Victim” for a fuller analysis of this subject.
51 The titles of my participants, such as “social service agent” and “activist” are also rhetorical
constructions that warrant further analysis in an expanded version of this research.
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in lots of activities, including exchanging sex for money or drugs. Although still defined

in many ways by their behavior, the intent is not to define them solely by this one

behavior or action.

Examining the social service agents’ and activists’ language surrounding street

sex work offers insight about the term sex work and its implications for this population.

The social service agents and the activists primarily referred to the women as sex workers

and women. Both of the activists also referred to the women as prostitutes, but on rare

occasions, and often when speaking about how others referred to them. Both of the social

service agents only referred to the women as prostitutes when they were referring to how

others would identify them. One of the social service agents referred largely to women

who exchange sex as sex workers, whereas the other social service agent referred to them

as women. And in response to my questions about terminology, the second social service

agent emphasized that she didn’t usually refer to these women as women who exchange

sex for money or drugs, but simply as women. She said: “they aren’t those women,

they’re just women.” One of the activists referred to them as sex workers and women

almost equally, whereas the other activist referred to them primarily as women, and used

the terms prostitute and sex worker equally, but overall much less frequently than the

term women. Using the terms women and sex workers to talk about the women who

participate in these activities places the women rather than their behaviors at the center of

the discussion.

When the activists and social service agents refer to the street workers, they

largely refer to them as either women or sex workers, but a distinction was made among
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some of these participants that these women should not be referred to as sex workers

because that invokes a different concept of socioeconomic class and choice. One activist

and one social service agent did not make a distinction about the term sex worker as it

related to the women I was asking about. They simply referred to them as sex workers in

general. But the other activist and social service agent did make a distinction. The second

social service agent only used the term sex workers when she was discussing women who

worked in an higher socioeconomic bracket, identified as choosing this work as an

occupation, and were largely considered by the public to be call-girls or escorts. These

workers primarily use telephones, the Internet, or other referral systems to connect with

clients rather than soliciting sex on or near the street, as women who exchange sex for

money or drugs often do. There are street workers who choose to work indoors, use cell

phones, and develop regular clientele, but the primary difference is often one of

location—the street workers are usually initially located and contacted on or near the

street as opposed to through other forms of technology. This idea was critiqued by

another activist, who primarily referred to the women as sex workers, because she argued

that the term sex worker offered legitimacy to these actions that many people did not

want to acknowledge. In response to my question how do others in her field refer to these

women, she stated: “Often prostitute. Very rarely sex worker, because most of the people

I worked with didn’t want to offer any legitimacy to what the women were doing and so

by calling it work you remove a lot of the stigma from that and they didn’t want to do

that. They wanted to acknowledge that the women were doing something they shouldn’t

be doing.” Here a distinction is made between legitimacy rather than class. If one
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identifies these women as sex workers, the argument is that the name provides a

legitimacy that does not exist when the term prostitute is used, and yet the social service

agent argues that the term sex work implies an empowered choice that is not present in

the women who are working on the street.

Based on my interviews, those public figures who are more distant from the street

workers’ lives and are involved in the legal and punitive aspects of street sex work

(police and neighborhood association leaders) have a tendency to use the word prostitute

when talking about these women and activities; whereas those figures who work more

closely and are politically aligned with these women (social service agents and activists)

tend to use the words women and sex worker.52 The neighborhood association leaders and

police officers primarily referred to these women as prostitutes and never referred to

them as sex workers or street sex workers. They also referred to the women as girls and

women, but not as often as they referred to them as prostitutes. The police officers also

referred to them as hookers occasionally. The police officers and neighborhood

association leaders have a tendency to view these women in terms of arrests due to their

social roles, rather than in a social service or activist capacity, and therefore perhaps

focus more on their illegal activities. For example, one police officer stated that “we refer

to most of them by name because we’ve arrested so many of them before.” Here, the

women are given an identity based on their names, and yet they achieve this identity

because they have been arrested for illegal activities.

52 The word prostitution is used in the legal statutes they enforce, and therefore may reflect the language
choices of the police officers.
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9. My Language

As I noted above, my own choice of language evolved throughout my interview

and analysis processes. When I began my research and interviews, I used the terms sex

work/ers to describe these women and their activities based on my own perspective that

these activities are forms of labor that people perform for remuneration. I quickly found

out by working at the social service organization and talking to the women who

participated in the program that the women did not identify as sex workers. I therefore

started referring to them as women who exchange sex for money or drugs in

conversations with public figures, and I used this terminology in my interview guide.

And yet as I engaged in each interview, I found myself using the language of my

participant. For example, in my interview guide, the question reads: “When was the last

time you encountered a woman who exchanged sex for drugs or money?” And yet if a

participant had continually referred to these women as prostitutes, I would ask the

question using the word he or she had been using. Therefore, I would ask: “When was the

last time you encountered a prostitute?” I chose to use the participants’ word in order to

refrain from influencing their language choices unnecessarily while also trying not to

appear as if I were correcting them. Based on the example above, it would have been

uncomfortable and inappropriate to use a term like sex worker when the participant

continued to use the word prostitute while also perhaps making the speaker feel

uncomfortable about his or her use of particular words. The politicized nature of the term

sex worker became increasingly obvious because it is used primarily by activists and

advocates of women who exchange sex for money or drugs, and I did not want to risk
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alienating participants with my own language by making them feel that I was judging

them based on their language choices.

As I continued to interview public figures, I found myself fluctuating among

repeating the word they had chosen to use, referring to the women as women who

exchange sex for money or drugs and simply referring to the women as women. But in

many interviews, we discussed issues that related to sex work/ers in general, and I found

myself clarifying that I was referring to street sex workers, street prostitutes, or women

on the street who exchange sex for money or drugs. I therefore found myself shortening

this phrase to street workers, which retained my own political viewpoint that the

activities in which these women engage are a form of work and yet does not have the

same political overtones of the term sex workers. The term street worker is also

ambiguous, but in the context of my interviews, it was easy to understand who I was

talking and asking questions about. As my interview process with public figures came to

an end, I found myself using the term street worker more and more because it seemed to

encapsulate quickly and easily the population we were discussing, while both retaining

aspects of the political connotations of sex workers without alienating my audience by

using this phrase. Upon later analysis of this term within my interviews, I found that one

police officer and both activists also used the terms street workers to refer to the

population we were discussing throughout the interviews.53

53 Because language was a central focus within all of my interviews, I can not expect that my own language
did not influence my participants’ language. Therefore, my use of the terms street workers or street sex
workers might have led others to use these same terms in their conversations. Searching for when these
words were first used and thereby provided influences is beyond the scope of this project. Upon later
analysis of all twenty interviews, it may be useful to examine when the words were first introduced and
how that might have affected the language used by different public figures.
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In order to simplify the varieties of language and also as a reflection of my own

process and political choice of language use, I use the term street workers or street sex

workers through the remainder of this chapter unless I am specifically using the language

of my participants. This distinction is intended to reflect the location of the work, along

with the position from which these women may or may not be “choosing” to participate

in these acts. Although the term is similar to sex worker, I differentiate it from sex work

in order to reflect that these activities are “work” that the women engage in, and yet they

are often not approaching this work from the same position of power and choice that

many of the women and men are who identify as sex workers and belong to a higher

socioeconomic class.

The above section explores my analysis of the language used by pubic figures to

talk about the street sex workers. I now move into a description of the most significant

problems related to prostitution/street sex work and their implied solutions as represented

by the public figures. The conclusions regarding both the language used and the

description of the problems and solutions are explored at the end of the following section.

10. Description of the Problems Related to Prostitution/Street Sex Work and Their

Implied Solutions

During my initial analysis, I adopted a process of open coding where I read the

transcripts line-by-line in order to “identify and formulate any and all ideas, themes, or

issues they suggest, no matter how varied or disparate” that are emphasized to allow the

themes to emerge naturally from the interviews rather than searching for predefined
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categories that are then imposed on the data (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 143). Due to

space constraints, I cannot attempt to explore all of these themes fully, and therefore I

limit this section to a description of the “problem” and the resulting stated and implied

“solutions” because they were addressed by all of my participants and reveal interesting

aspects about the relationship between language, material conditions, and street sex work.

I began all of my interviews by asking my participants about their current and

previous work or positions as public figures in order to situate each person’s perspective

on street work. After these initial questions, I moved into questions about the various

systems that were related to street sex work. I purposefully wrote these questions in an

open format so that the participant could answer in the way they felt was most applicable

to their work/position and their perspective. After asking about the systems in general

(whether they were social service agencies, law enforcement, the justice system, etc.), I

asked each participant: “What are the most significant problems associated with women

who exchange sex for money or drugs?” The following section offers an analysis of the

answers to this question. And yet I want to clarify that the “problems” associated with

street sex work were discussed throughout every interview and were not limited to the

public figures’ responses to this question alone. In my process of coding, I would often

classify a participants’ statement as relating to a description of the problem and/or

proposed solutions. After this initial coding process, I then went back to every interview

and highlighted how people were talking about the problems associated with street sex

work. These descriptions ranged from health concerns to quality of life issues. Within

this section I focus on two areas that were addressed by all of the participants that
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represent different ways to define the problem and thereby necessarily constrain the

potential solutions that can be envisioned.

11. Who is the Victim: The Neighborhood or the Women?

Within all of the interviews, my participants addressed a victim that was defined

as either the neighborhood or the women. The causes of street work/prostitution are

complicated and therefore are difficult to place into discrete categories for analysis. What

follows is my attempt to explain and more fully analyze the most significant problems

surrounding street sex work. My participants focus on the areas where these exchanges

take place—“neighborhoods”—as sites of concern and on the women who are

participating in these exchanges. These groupings are not as easily categorized according

to the speaker and his or her identification as a neighborhood association leader, police

officer, activist, or social service agent. As I have argued, there was often a correlation

between the occupational location of the speaker and his or her identification as a public

figure and the language the public figure chose to use to talk about street sex work. This

same correlation was also apparent in this section, but it wasn’t as easy to classify. In

most instances, the neighborhood association leaders and the police officers focused on

the neighborhood as the “victim” of street sex work and its related problems, whereas the

social service agents and activists tended to focus on the women as the primary concern.

There were cases when police officers mentioned the women as a concern, as will be

explored more fully, but on the whole, the neighborhood association leaders and police

officers tended to look at the neighborhood and the crime in general as the focus of the
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problems and the social service agents and activists were primarily concerned with the

women who are involved in these exchanges.

I am not creating this dichotomy to neatly categorize each speaker and his or her

primary concern, but to explain what I see as trends that emerged in my interviews with

all of the public figures. In every interview there were examples in which neighborhood

association leaders and police officers showed concern for the women involved, and the

activists and social service agents focused on the neighborhoods where these activities

tend to take place, but in terms of the primary focus, the described delineation of concern

was maintained. The implications for this delineation of public figures and their primary

areas of concern will be more fully explored in the conclusion of this chapter.

12. The Neighborhood: Economic Status and Quality of Life

Interviewees sometimes viewed their neighborhoods as both causes for street sex

work/prostitution and victims of these activities. The economic status of neighborhoods

was cited as creating areas where this type of behavior and other crimes could exist. And

as a result of these activities, the “quality of life” in the neighborhood was affected,

which ultimately resulted in the neighborhood and its residents being victims of these

activities.54 I begin this part of my analysis by examining the arguments and language

surrounding the economic status of the neighborhood and then move into quality of life

54 The definition of “quality of life” is explained more fully in the subsections below. It is important to
understand that this definition reflects, in general, a middle-class understanding of quality and everyday
living.
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issues.55 The economic status category consists of the zoning of properties by the city and

ownership of property, along with the existence of poverty in general.

A. Zoning and Ownership. A neighborhood association leader claimed that the zoning

of the neighborhoods caused the problem of prostitution.56 According to this person,

when one property is zoned one way while an adjacent one is zoned another, (allowing,

for example, apartment complexes to be built alongside “no-tell motels”), neighborhoods

lose stability and become haunted by transience. This leader went on to say:

One of the biggest problems back then and still now, the biggest blight in
the neighborhood, is the slumlords. So many properties, while a lot of
them were owned by people in the city [are now] just cash cows to out of
state residents who don’t care anything about the properties and because
of that, that’s a lure to that type of person […]. The hotels […] and trailer
parks and different beautiful places around here were purchased by people
and just basically allowed to go to pot, and then it became cheap real
estate and more people bought, and the once nice Laguna strip turned into
a terrible place. [. . .] It just became nasty.

Within this comment, the neighborhood association leader argues that city zoning

allowed for different types of properties to exist, which lowered property values and

encouraged people to purchase and rent out the properties to create a profit. This process

is depicted as being circular in that the greater the decrease in property value, the more

55 Again, it is important to remember that the subjects of my interviews were women who exchanged sex
for money or drugs, and therefore, I was asking my participants to focus on this issue as central to our
discussion. Multiple “problems” were identified that were related to street sex work. After transcribing and
analyzing the interviews, I realized that my own questions moved the interviews in specific ways.
Prostitution or street sex work was the focus of my questions and therefore the focus of their answers.
Many times the answer centered on street sex work and then the participants discussed how other crimes,
for example, were connected. These answers might have had a different focal point had I been asking about
the neighborhood in general, rather than specifically about street sex work. For example, crime in general
might have been the focus and then prostitution or street sex work a subset of that category. It is not my
intent to speculate on the ways my questions have shaped the interviews, but I want to make this point
apparent to the reader.
56 Within my analysis I use the language of my participants in referring to street sex work, clients/johns,
etc.
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people purchased property in that area, which then led to owners not living in the

location, but merely renting the places out to make a profit. Using the words “slumlords”

and “cash cows” to describe the owners and properties that exist in the area reveal that

ultimately the owners who are trying to make a profit at the expense of the neighborhood

are to blame. This ownership and zoning led to “cheap real estate” that allowed the area

to “go to pot” and ultimately become a “terrible” and “nasty” place. The transient nature

still “haunts” the neighborhood and its residents to this day, which implies that ownership

and settling into an area encourages people to invest in an area and therefore work to

maintain the property value. Another underlying assumption is that decreased property

values and ownership from a distance encourages “that type of person” or those people

who are more likely to be involved in illegal behaviors to move into the area.

B. Poverty. The public figures also view poverty as an underlying cause of street sex

work. They also view people as victims of poverty, and they define poverty broadly, not

linked strictly to monetary value. Poverty is a concept that is commonly associated with

street sex work and sex workers, and this theme emerged again and again within the

interviews. As a social service agent said:

I think that poverty is definitely a factor. I think that’s probably the
underlying factor…this behavior is born of a certain sense of desperation
that is frequently born of poverty. And poverty can happen to anyone.
Poverty of spirit, poverty of wallet, poverty of language, of concern or
care, of bankruptcy. The way I’m seeing poverty manifest is through the
frustration, the violence, and the drug use.

This idea is echoed by an activist on a broader scale: “These are really poor

demographics. These are demographics that are involved [with] social service agencies at

a higher rate than any other neighborhoods in Jemez.” Within these conversations
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poverty is named as the underlying cause for these types of activities (prostitution, crime,

drug use, etc.).57 This point also indicates that the social service agent views this behavior

as being directly related to an economic situation as opposed to a moral predisposition.

C. Neighborhood and Residents as Victims. In addition to the economic status of the

neighborhoods where most street sex workers work, a central concern of neighborhood

association leaders and police officers were the crimes that “affected the quality of life in

the neighborhood.” As one neighborhood association leader stated, “I would come home

from work and there would be as many as 40 prostitutes up and down the street. The

‘victimless’ crime was not victimless.” And because the crime was commonly thought of

as a “victimless one” by those who were not exposed to these activities daily, the

neighborhood association members argued they had to work to educate people and city

officials. For example, one stated:

We had to change the judges’ mindset to see that this was not a victimless
crime, that this was what was happening to the residents of the
neighborhoods and make them understand why this was so important to us
and why these people needed to be given appropriate jail time instead of
slapping their hand and just sending them back out into the street again. It
was a constant interaction and educational process between all involved.

The education is initiated by the neighborhood association leaders and is intended to

encourage the judges to increase the penalties for prostitution to decrease the prostitution

activity and thereby improve the quality of life in the neighborhood. The repeated

reference to the “victimless crime” that is not “victimless” situates the residents and the

neighborhoods as victims. Arresting those participating in illegal activities and then

57 Street sex work and drug use are frequently associated with each other and this correlation is explored in
more depth in the “Substance Use and Abuse” section.
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keeping them in jail for an “appropriate” amount of time removes the individuals from

the neighborhood and ultimately protects the residents.

D. Domino Effect. A domino effect is then created based on the economic status of the

neighborhood and resulting poverty, along with the presence of the drug dealers, johns,

and prostitutes. As a police officer stated:

The most significant problem, especially with prostitution, obviously, is
what it does to a particular neighborhood. [. . .] Everybody says
prostitution is a victimless crime, which isn’t correct if you’ve been out
there, because what happens is you have prostitution in a particular
neighborhood and if its allowed to continue, then you as an innocent
person walking down the street will get approached by some guy wanting
to know if you’re dating [. . .] and you don’t need that harassment. […]
Usually most of the prostitutes, a large percentage of them are drug
addicts, and with the drug addicts you’re going to get needles, syringes,
whatever, cotton swabs, that are just going to be disposed on the street
because the people live on the street. [. . .] Along with that you have drug
activity because the prostitute is prostituting herself to get the money to
pay for the next fix, so that particular drug person will be nearby so that
they can get their money.

Local businesses are also affected, and this point was made by both neighborhood

association leaders. For example, one leader stated:

The business owners got fed up with losing customers because the
prostitutes and johns were lingering in front of the businesses so they
raised cane, went to the mayor and council and so forth and […] there
were some restrictions imposed on the prostitutes and the johns, which
was […] to be back a thousand feet of a business, which pushed them off
into the neighborhoods. They went off the strip and over into the
neighborhoods.

Here the victimless crime is explained. The crime is not victimless because the

“innocent” residents are approached and therefore victimized by this behavior. The

“innocent” businesses are also affected because customers were uncomfortable with the

presence of the prostitutes and johns. An effort to curb this problem led to an increased
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presence of the prostitutes and johns in the neighborhoods due to space restrictions from

the business sites.

The officer also makes the connection between street sex work and drug use. He

claims that most of the women are addicted to drugs, and because the women both live

and work on the street, this activity and its refuse are prevalent throughout the

neighborhood. The threat of violence that exists is also alluded to because the “drug

person” will be nearby in order to sell the prostitute her drugs after her street sex act is

completed. The source of these problems is attributed to prostitution, not drugs, or

poverty, or the johns. Within this example several themes emerge that were found

throughout many of the interviews—especially, but not limited to, the interviews with

neighborhood association leaders and police officers.

E. Drugs, Violence, and Crime. First and foremost, the residents in the neighborhood

and the neighborhood itself are victims because they are exposed to these criminal

behaviors. In addition to the arguments made about prostitution and its status as a

victimless crime, multiple associations are made between prostitution, drug use, violence,

and crime in general. As a neighborhood association leader stated in response to my

question regarding the most significant problems associated with street sex work: “I

would say the element it attracts. It attracts drug use. It attracts violence, domestic

violence, that type of thing. I think those are the biggest problems our neighborhood faces

or has faced with it. It seems like every time we’ve had problems with prostitution there’s

also been a house with drugs involved.” The connection between prostitution and drug
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use is clear. And inherent in those activities is violence, specifically domestic violence. In

response to this same question, a police officer stated:

Secondly [in terms of significant problems], the crimes that are involved.
Car jackings, robberies, aggravated assault, shootings, stabbings,
robberies, thefts, anything that is associated because obviously most of
them are addicted to some sort of drug and the people that they hang out
with kind of leech off of their profession are involved in all these drugs.

In response to this same question, another neighborhood association leader agreed:

“Because you not only had the johns and the prostitutes, you had the drugs that went

along with it, and to buy the drugs there were burglaries, there were car thefts, there were

shootings, there were beatings, there was just about everything that goes along with that

type of crime, the prostitution and so forth.” Within these comments, prostitutes are

represented as using drugs, and there are other people around who sell drugs or want to

“leech off of their profession” in order to use drugs. This drug use and its cost then lead

to crimes being committed. Within these examples, prostitution is seen as the cause rather

than the effect of these problems related to drug use. These excerpts also emphasize that

it is the existence of the drugs that the prostitutes and others are using that leads to

crime—to get the money that is needed to buy the drugs. The drugs become the focal

point, both for prostitution and other related crimes, and yet the prostitution is also the

central focus related to drug use and crime. The representation of sex workers’

victimization is also prevalent in these responses. The neighborhood association leaders

depict a growing subculture within the neighborhoods where the drug dealers are at the

center and the street sex workers are both facilitators and victims of the drug trade. In
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addition to the construction of the neighborhoods and residents as victims, the street sex

workers are represented as victims of drug addiction, drug pushers, and pimps.

F. Witness and Exposure. In addition to the presence of prostitution, drug use, and

crime, a major concern of neighborhood association leaders and police officers is that the

residents witness and are exposed to these activities. For example, a neighborhood

association leader stated: “We were witnessing the acts of prostitution. We were

witnessing the pimps beating the prostitutes. We witnessed shootings.” And as a police

officer stated: “The problems that are basically the quality of life issue problems,

obviously the prostitution problems are, some narcotic issues, things that people are

seeing everyday that’s in their face and they want it taken care of.” Special emphasis was

placed on children’s exposure to these acts. As a police officer stated: “[Used drug

paraphernalia on the street] become obviously a problem issue because you have children

that could come in contact with these and they could spread diseases.” And a

neighborhood association leader tells the story:

When my grade-school son […] came home from school and said “Mom,
what’s a blow job?” Then I went ballistic and I said, “Where did you hear
that?” and he said, “I was coming home from school and there was a
woman and a man on the corner and she was telling him that she would do
that for twenty dollars.” And I said “That was it.” […] I just went off the
deep end.

Here the neighborhood association leader and police officer reveal their concerns based

on exposure and proximity to these activities. The victim status of the residents is

heightened when descriptions of actually witnessing these events are provided. The

victim status becomes even more urgent when the participants discuss children’s

exposure to these acts, paraphernalia, and possible disease. The above examples also
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reveal the anxiety that is associated with the residents’ proximity to these activities. As

the activities move closer, first within the neighborhood, and then viewed by the

residents, and finally, as the children witness these conversations and are exposed to used

needles, the anxiety and agitation to solve the problem increases. The belief that children

should be protected from these activities and people is clear. The implication is that

others who do not witness these activities do not understand the problems and how

significant they are and therefore view prostitution as a victimless crime, but as the space

between these activities and the residents decreases, the problems become more apparent.

G. Resident Awareness/Activity. The residents are therefore motivated to find a

solution to these problems, or at least try to remove them from their neighborhoods.58

And although most people know the problems will still exist, the goal becomes to remove

them from their own personal space. Because the problem is one of proximity and

exposure, the solution becomes the removal of the people and activities from the location.

This motivation then leads to resident activity and subsequent police enforcement. The

solution then becomes one of arresting those who are involved in the illegal activities,

which places the blame squarely on the shoulders of the women, pimps, johns, drug

dealers and drug users.

Resident awareness is described as a solution to the problems of prostitution and

crime by a neighborhood association leader: “Awareness of the residents and that type of

thing, making a concerted effort to try to solve some of our problems as a group. Calling

58 The use of the word problem also warrants further exploration. I used this word in my interview
questions when I asked the public figures about the most significant problems related to street sex work.
Their use of this word and their description of the “problems” related to street sex work reveal underlying
assumptions and ideologies related to a problem/solution dichotomy that will be more fully explored in an
expanded study.
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the police more and reporting it more, and just people being more active.” Another

neighborhood association leader stated: “Report everything. Don’t think that they’re not

going to do anything because eventually, if you call enough, they will do something.”

This response was dictated by the police, as explained by another neighborhood

association leader: “We would call and say ‘I’d like to report.’ Because they were saying

report, report, so we’d call to report.”

This leader went on:

We would just call the police four and five times a day and anytime we’d
see a drug deal happen we’d call the police. Any time we’d see prostitutes
walking up and down the street, we’d call the police. Just constantly
calling, we finally got the city’s attention and the city council office got
behind it and they would authorize surveillance or whatever they did.
Finally, they just found easier places to go.

And in response to the question, what is the role of the neighborhood association, this

leader stated: “Our role primarily is just as a group to try to report it and to try to get

police attention on the matter.” Within these examples, the role of the residents is clear.

When they see any suspect or illegal activity, they are told to call the police. The problem

is cast as the presence of people committing illegal acts. The residents’ actions are the

beginning of the constructed solution, which are to recognize the illegal behaviors and

call the police to make these problems a priority for the city that will lead to subsequent

arrests.

H. Arrests. Through the activities of the residents, the police are empowered to move

into a neighborhood and solve the problem by arresting those who are participating in

these activities. After continuous reporting, the police are then allocated resources so that

their presence and potential arrests in the area can be increased. The problem and solution
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is clearly defined through the definition of illegal behavior: if someone is doing

something illegal, call the police, they will increase their presence, and arrests will be

made, which will then remove those people participating in illegal activities from the

area. The resident and neighborhood victims are thereby protected from these people and

illegal activities. The arrests of the women are also connected to the previously

mentioned point about the neighborhood association leaders educating the judges about

these crimes and the victim status of the neighborhoods and the residents. As she stated:

We had to change the judges’ mindset to see that this was not a victimless
crime, that this was what was happening to the residents of the
neighborhoods and make them understand why this was so important to us
and why these people needed to be given appropriate jail time instead of
slapping their hand and just sending them back out into the street again. It
was a constant interaction and educational process between all involved.

The focus is on removing the women from the street for a significant amount of time. It

was not sufficient to simply arrest and release them because they would be out on the

street again. The goal was to remove them from the street, which required that they be

given appropriate jail time, which required the residents to educate the judges about these

problems.

In these examples there also exists the underlying hope that through their arrests

the women will be offered services and ultimately “get some help.” As a neighborhood

association leader stated: “We’ve talked about it, we’re always saying, if they get arrested

and that type of thing, hopefully they’ll get some help from some other agency so they

don’t have to, they’ll be able to go to a drug treatment facility or something like that.”

Again, the connection between prostitution and drug use is emphasized, along with the

need for drug treatment in order to ultimately “help” the women. When stated in this
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way, the neighborhood becomes the primary victim in need of protection, and the woman

who is arrested becomes the rhetorical and material secondary victim who will hopefully

receive services through her arrest.59

I. Us versus Them. This depiction of the problem and the solution creates a resident

versus criminal, or an “us versus them,” situation. This situation is revealed in the

language of a neighborhood association leader:

The people were very intimidated because the normal people weren’t out
on the street. My main objective was to get the prostitutes off the streets
and get our residents back on the streets. That was a long hard road and it
was a battle that was fought 24/7 to the point where there were days when
I would get so disgraced and disgusted that I would just sit down and cry
my eyes out.

She went on to say: “People were afraid to walk the streets, and rightly so […]we had to

take back our streets, literally take back our streets, and the only way we could do that

was to hammer, hammer, hammer, get them arrested and work on ways so it wasn’t just a

revolving door.” Within these responses there are several examples that emphasize the

“us versus them” mentality. For instance, the residents are depicted as “normal” and as

the “people” who were afraid to walk the streets. This language creates the prostitutes

and others as “abnormal” and not even included in the category of “people” because they

were not afraid to walk the streets. The neighborhood associations align themselves with

the police, who then work to arrest these women and other people participating in illegal

activities. It is through resident surveillance and activity that the police are called and the

arrests are made. Those participating in illegal activities are removed from the

59 This concept is explored in more depth in the “Woman as Victim” section.
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neighborhood, and the hope is that those using illegal substances will get help through

other social service agencies.

J. Reflections on Neighborhood/City Responses. These interviews reflect common

concerns of resident activism, as I write in the Encyclopedia of Prostitution and Sex

Work:

As reasons for these activities to be criminalized, many neighborhood
groups cite disorderly conduct, noise, declining property values, loss of
business to local merchants, increase in crime, dangerous environments
for children and women, and the public health risk of the spread of AIDS
and other sexually transmitted infections that is evidenced by used
condoms and drug paraphernalia that litter streets and sidewalks.
Criminalization, in turn, allows for the removal of those who participate in
these acts from the neighborhoods and society in general, at least for a
short time. Rather than focusing on moral concerns, many studies find that
people believe prostitution threatens their quality of life as well as a
neighborhood’s image and reputation. (399)

The neighborhood responses to prostitution are well known to social service agents and

activists and are depicted primarily in two different ways. As one social service agent

said:

The community itself is very, very interested in resolving this issue.
There’s community members, the neighborhood associations are
extremely active in trying to address alternatives to continuing pursuing
this issue in the neighborhood plans. […] Prostitution is identified as
something they would find a solution for by creating access to substance
abuse treatment. So the neighborhoods in the community in that area are
very, very savvy about what the real deal is.

Within this example, the neighborhood associations are represented as wanting to find a

solution to prostitution and understanding that this solution lies in “access to substance

abuse treatment.” The “real deal” is the connection between prostitution and drug use.
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Although what is not mentioned in this equation are the arrests that must occur prior to

the women’s access to that treatment.

Another social service agent describes the neighborhood responses in this way:

“Jemez thinks it’s their problem. The ones that they’re in their neighborhoods because

they’re infesting their neighborhoods. […] The ones that want them shooed out should

help take care of it and not just shoo them away.” Here, the social service agent views the

residents as simply wanting to move the women out of their neighborhoods rather than

trying to “help take care of it.” The language this agent uses, “they’re infesting they’re

neighborhoods” and “shoo them away,” reveals a metaphor that compares the women to

unwanted pests, perhaps even bugs. And the neighborhood associations are responsible

for simply scaring the women away rather than trying to help them get access to services.

The neighborhoods’ assessment of prostitution as connected to drugs and crime is

also contradicted by an activist. She stated:

It’s just too easy to say let’s get the prostitutes off the street and the
neighborhood would be fine. These are really poor demographics. […] It’s
a lot easier to say if we get this defenseless weak woman off the street all
the drugs are going to go away, all the crime is going to go away because
she’s bringing it all here. […] Maybe it’s not that simple, but […] I think
that they think that prostitution brings drugs to the neighborhood.

In this example, the activist critiques the argument that the street sex workers are the

reason for the presence of drugs and crime. This activist believes that the street workers

are simply easy targets for neighborhood and city officials. She went on to say:

It’s really easy to target sex workers because what are they going to do?
Try to fix poverty in the neighborhood? It’s just real easy to gang up on
the sex worker and politicians love it because it’s really easy to swoop in
and arrest a bunch of sex workers. […] I think you can visibly look like
you’ve done something, when really you’ve just pushed them to another
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neighborhood or put them somewhere for two weeks […] They do go
away for awhile. They definitely go away. You can definitely push them
away, or push them deeper into the shadows.

In this statement, the activist brings the argument back to the subject of poverty in

general and how difficult it is to address. She sets up an equation between poverty and

street sex workers and argues that it’s much easier to arrest the sex workers than to deal

with the underlying issues related to poverty. She also addresses the visibility of the

presence of the street workers when she argues that the politicians want to appear as if

they are addressing the problem, when, in reality, they have merely moved the women

and therefore the problem to another area of town or simply locked up the women

participating in these activities for two weeks. The activist admits that the women do go

away, but rather than solving the dual problems of their presence in the neighborhood and

the poverty that may compel them to be there, they are simply being pushed “deeper into

the shadows.” Within these extensive quotations the arguments regarding poverty are

addressed, as is the claim that politicians don’t really care about solving the problem but

merely want to appear as if they have helped to solve the problem. The women are

viewed as victims, both by the neighborhoods and the law enforcement system, because

they are the martyrs who are blamed for the problems related to poverty in general and

drug use and crime in particular.

13. The Women: Safety and Health

As I stated, there were two areas addressed by all of the participants that represent

distinct ways to define the problem and thereby construct the potential solutions that can
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be envisioned to the problems surrounding street sex work. The first focal point was the

neighborhood as the victim, and the second was on the women themselves. Rather than

looking at the problem as one that was found spatially in the neighborhoods, the focus

was on the women’s lives, health, and safety. Within this section, I offer examples of

how public figures, who were primarily activists and social service agents, focused on

women and the problems associated with street sex work.

A. Safety. One of the themes that emerged again and again was related to the women’s

safety. Working on the street exposes these women to violence, and because street sex

work is illegal, there are added aspects of secrecy and risk. For example, as an activist

stated:

I think it’s dangerous. I think it’s very dangerous because no one might
see them get into a car and so this guy has, and we know unfortunately
from history that men and women in private, men get wild. Every six
seconds a woman’s abused by her spouse in this country. We’re putting
women in an isolated setting with a guy she doesn’t know. I think it’s very
dangerous. Very dangerous for her. That’s the biggest problem I see. And
I think psychologically to be in that kind of a survival mentality that you
have that kind of anxiety and you know you could be killed or beat up
continually every time you get in a car. These women are going to have,
its like going to war. They’re going to be emotionally, psychologically,
just ravaged. So its rough, I think it’s very dangerous.

The woman’s safety and exposure to danger is the primary concern, along with the

secondary affects of remaining vigilant in order to protect oneself from possible assaults.

Within the above response, men are acting violently and the example of domestic

violence is emphasized, based on the secondary cause of isolation, which allows for the

violence to occur. The metaphor of “going to war” is used to emphasize the “survival

mentality” these women face every day. A social service agent emphasizes this point as
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well: “People are cruel to anyone who has a mental health or substance use problem.

Women who are using […] such as the exchange of sex for drugs or money to survive the

circumstances of their poverty or addiction or they got some other thing too traumatic,

they are frequently victims of violence.” In addition to the violence, this social service

agent also discusses mental health and substance use. These themes are also explored

more fully below. In many situations, my participants mentioned several themes as being

interrelated to the “victim” status of the women. These themes often included health in

general, substance abuse, a history of trauma, and violence.

B. Health. Another significant problem related to street sex work was the women’s

health in general. As a social service agent said:

Their health is one of them. Because of the substance they use and because
of the trade, of catching something […] Not being able to take care of
themselves when they’re down. […] Because maybe they’re using
substance [and] it doesn’t help them to keep up, to do what they need to
do. So it brings them down when they’re in a spot where they can’t help
themselves at the moment.

Here health in general is emphasized and is related to substance use and the diseases that

might be passed from person to person through sexual contact. The substance use also

leads the women to be less able to take care of themselves and to “do what they need to

do.” This then puts the women in a place where they can not “help themselves”.60 The

issue of exposure to sexually transmitted diseases is also brought up by a police officer:

“The first and foremost is probably the sexually transmitted diseases and the health-

related various issues that get passed on, passed back and forth.” In this response, he did

not directly relate this issue to street workers’ health, but rather the public’s health in

60 The concept of “helping themselves” is explored in more depth in the “Woman as Victim” section.
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general, and therefore it cannot be assumed that this officer’s primary concern is the

health of the women participating in these activities.

C. Substance Use and Abuse. Another area of emphasis, as mentioned, is the women’s

involvement in substance use and abuse. This issue is defined by some public figures as

the central problem, along with the violence to which these women are subjected. As

stated by a social service agent:

The most significant problem is that they have an addiction. I’ve not met,
of the population I work with, and it’s a very specific segment of the
population, they have a substance abuse problem. [They] self-identify. So
the biggest problem is that they’re not coming to this decision to exchange
from a place of empowerment because frequently it’s to feed a need and
not necessarily one that they want. And I find that unfortunate. As I said,
if these women decided to do this for a living and weren’t doing it as a
means to get the next fix, they’d probably be relatively successful and it
would be a step in a better direction for them. They would probably be at
least risk of violence, which is the other issue. So I think the factors for me
that influence the population as I see it, the two that come up over and
over and over are violence and substance abuse.

Substance abuse is of primary importance in this example. The social service agent

clearly delineates the street sex workers as largely involved with drugs. She even says

that they self-identify as drug users. The problem is defined as the source of motivation.

Rather than coming to the decision from a place of choice or empowerment, this agent

argues that the women are driven by a need “to get the next fix.” She even states that this

is a need that many women do not even want. If the women were “choosing to exchange

from a place of empowerment” then they would not be identified as victims, either of the

behavior to exchange sex for money or drugs, or of the addiction to drugs themselves.

For this social service agent, exchanging sex is not the problem—the motivation behind

exchanging is the concern, and this motivation centers on drug abuse and addiction.
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Therefore, the primary problem is addiction, and the implied solution is treatment for that

addiction.

D. Stigma. Stigma and the resulting isolation were also primary concerns of activists and

social service agents because they ultimately resulted in increased danger for the women.

As an activist said:

I think the stigma involved is really huge because it keeps them from
getting custody of their children, it takes power away from them in their
intimate relationships because that can be used against them. You’re a
whore, you sell sex. […] I think that it extends into sex workers’ abilities
to work safely. […] I think that crimes against sex workers are not taken
seriously because its like well, what can you expect so that if they are
robbed or beaten or otherwise injured there’s really not a, there’s a sense
that they deserved it somehow because they were not good women, they
were not following the rules.

Within this example a woman’s power is decreased due to the stigma that affects her

relationships and ultimately her safety. This activist also argues that the stigma and

resulting lack of power encourages the general population to further victimize street

workers because they place themselves in dangerous situations and are not “good”

women who “follow the rules.” This statement implies that people who follow the rules

should not be victims of crime, and if they are victims, then the police and society should

take these crimes seriously. And yet if one does not “follow the rules,” one cannot expect

to avoid criminal activity and require that the criminals be held accountable for their

actions.

She went on to say: “I think it all comes back to the stigma. The isolation is also

associated with stigma. But isolation is huge. Women who can’t, it’s not safe for women

to work in networks.” And stigma is related directly to the women’s health through a lack
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of access to information and communication. For example, an activist said: “Try to work

healthily. Stay healthy, get information about sexually transmitted infections. Even

getting that information is not easy for people to do. If they go to a clinic they don’t like

to put down that they are a sex worker because they’re stigmatized there as well.”

Here, the stigma keeps the women from identifying or claiming the activities that put

them at increased risk. And because they may be hesitant to claim this identity or actions,

they are not given the information they need to better protect their health.

E. Woman as Victim. A theme that runs throughout all of the above areas is that of the

woman as victim and therefore as a person who needs “help.” This victim status is

explained by a social service agent:

I think that the fact that the police are starting to say “We have a john
problem” and progressively creating programming to enforce the anti-john
environment has changed the public’s perception of the women. They are
able to see more as victims, which, quite frankly, I would never say seeing
someone as a victim is a good thing except in this case. It’s a great thing
because it moves the process forward in a better way. If they’re able to see
[them] as victims, then they’re able to see them potentially as survivors
and that’s what I mean by that. So I’d rather they see them that way, and
then I can assist them, as can the staff or other community members, and
the women themselves in saying “I was a victim of poverty and neglect
and child abuse” and I mean almost every woman that we work with has
been molested or raped and has a history of child abuse or neglect. And
now I’m a survivor and tomorrow I will be empowered to help others, to
thrive. So I’m hoping they will go from both, in the consciousness of the
public as well as within their own consciousness, from a victim to a
survivor to someone who thrives.

As explained, the primary focus or statement of the problem centers on the johns. This

social service agent argues this focus is beneficial because the public then views the

women as victims. And the forces that victimize the women are defined as “poverty and

neglect and child abuse.” If the public and the women are able to define themselves as
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victims of these ephemeral powers, then they can claim the problems and their own

experiences and then work toward becoming “survivors.” Central to this victim status is

the ability for social service agencies to provide “help.” By classifying the problem as

one of poverty, neglect, and abuse, the social service agents can step in and work to

eradicate these problems. The women can then be “helped” into a place of survival. A

correlation is created between being a victim and a survivor. Apparently one cannot be a

survivor without having first been a victim. As the woman moves from victim to

survivor, she is then able to “be empowered to help others, to thrive.” The process comes

full circle, where the victim is now empowered to help others, and in so doing, is able to

thrive.

How does this story construct the women and those social service agencies that

are helping them? If the women are viewed as victims, then they are viewed as not

having much power—which is certainly not always the case. As one activist stated: “[…]

I see them also as women who, despite everything else, have found terrific ways to

survive and even flourish. A lot of them have wonderful senses of humor and would talk

with a lot of deep emotion about the love that they felt with their families.” In response to

my question about how these women see themselves, this activist said: “I think that they

saw themselves as resourceful because they had figured out ways to survive under

conditions that you and I probably wouldn’t.” Within these two examples, these women

are viewed as survivors, resourceful, and even flourishing. Their victim status is not

central, as they are already survivors, without the help of social service agencies or their

exit from street sex work.
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The victim status of the women also places the social service agency as one of the

possible solutions to this victim status. In “helping” these women, the agency becomes

the savior. Although many women do want the services that these agencies provide, it

might possibly be doing these women a disservice to construct them as victims who need

to be helped. This same theme is found in Laura Agustín’s “Helping Women Who Sell

Sex: The Constructing of Benevolent Identities.” As I stated earlier in this chapter,

Agustín argues that the term and identification of the prostitute was invented to create a

pathetic victim who required “saving.” Prior to the late eighteenth and early nineteenth

century, Agustín argues, “the buying and selling of sex was treated as one of an array of

social offences” and that there “was no word or concept which signified exclusively the

sale of sexual services” (9-10). During this time period, middle-class women created the

classifications of prostitution and prostitute in order to have someone to “help,” providing

not only employment for these rescuers but also an activity that helped them to feel good

about themselves. This construction also created a governmental avenue through which

these women were able to pass “down” their own values, which were the “middle-class”

values of the family, to those whom they identified as prostitutes.

The woman as victim and object of assistance provided by social service agencies

was also reflected in the interviews with a police officer and another social service agent.

The police officer said: “If you’re out there because of mental issues and that’s the only

way that you survive, then we need to possibly provide proper health care for you or

mental health care to get you out of that rut. If you’re a drug user, we need to get you off

the drugs, we need to build your self-esteem, we need to give you some marketable
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skills.” Within this example, three solutions are proposed—health care, substance

treatment, and building self-esteem by providing marketable skills. The self-esteem issue

was also prevalent in an interview with a social service agent. She said: “The ones who

have the self-esteem problem will say they’re ok, but they’re not. You know in certain

acts and certain things that they say.” This example also reflects the idea that the social

service agent knows more about the women than the women do themselves. Although it

is common in American society to say that one is alright when asked, even if the person

may not feel well, the above example reveals that a social service agent believes that the

women may not be alright because she has low self-esteem and that the social service

agent can see this while the woman herself may not.

14. The Johns

In addition to the aforementioned descriptions of the problems in the

neighborhood and the problems surrounding the women, every public figure I

interviewed mentioned the johns as central to the problem of prostitution. And yet the

“john problem” was summed up in only a sentence or two as opposed to the lengthy

statements that surrounded the neighborhood and victim status of the women. Much more

emphasis was placed on the acts of the prostitutes, drug users, and criminals; the johns

appeared almost as an afterthought. For example, a police officer stated: “It doesn’t just

fall to the girls, it falls to the guys. Obviously it’s like any other marketable commodity.

If no one’s interested in buying it, it goes away. […] If you didn’t have guys out looking

for strange sex, you wouldn’t have prostitutes.” This sentiment is echoed by a
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neighborhood association leader: “It’s the guys that are picking them up, that’s the

biggest problem. […] If they didn’t have clients they wouldn’t be doing it.” These

examples allude to simple economics—supply and demand. This explanation is also

included in an interview with a social service agent:

This is not necessarily the women’s problem or function or choice. They
[police and neighborhood associations] see the johns as a huge issue. They
really have been very proactive in promoting practices that affect change
in the demand side. […] The community [is …] more active in vocalizing
[…] they have a john problem. I don’t know that they have a prostitution
problem. They have a john problem. They have guys going down there
looking for these women and that’s as big a part, if not a bigger part, than
the supply side issue. […] I think that the fact that the police are starting to
say ‘we have a john problem’ and progressively creating programming to
enforce the anti-john environment has changed the public’s perception of
these women.

Here, the social service agent clearly delineates the problem as a “john problem.” The

women are depicted as not making a choice and are therefore not responsible for the

problem. The weight is laid on the men, who are “looking for these women,” and the

police and neighborhood association’s awareness of this issue has helped to change “the

public’s perception of these women.” Rather than blaming the women, it seems the

public is primarily concerned with the men. And yet, aside from the brief mention of

johns in each interview, most public figures did not focus the majority of their attention

on the johns—even in answer to my question “What are the most significant problems

associated with street sex work?” The first answer was never the johns. This answer may

be due to the fact that the socioeconomic barrier is often crossed when it comes to the

johns, as they are assumed to come from different economic circumstances than the

women. Although the johns were mentioned by everyone, the focus on the women and
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their related issues reveals that although the public may say they are concerned about the

johns, most of their attention is still paid to the women.

What is also interesting is that the johns are discussed, but their need or desire for

sex is not. The sex is referred to as “strange sex” by a police officer, and a social service

agent said “They have guys going down there looking for these women,” but the reasons

why these men are looking are not discussed. The issues are limited to supply and

demand and who should be arrested—the prostitutes or the johns. The “victim” status of

the prostitutes is also discussed, naming the johns as the “bigger” problem. Ultimately,

the blame is placed on poverty, the low self-esteem of the women, the johns, and the

connections to drug use and other crimes. What seems to be blatantly missing is that no

one talks about the need for sex. Why are there so many men looking for these women?

They say the johns include “pillars” of society, along with doctors, lawyers, and police

officers. Why is this “looking for sex” constructed so negatively? If everyone—and “not

just run of the mill people”—but people who are respected are also participating in these

activities, then what does it say about these activities and people in general? Everyone

evades this seemingly central issue, the desire for sex. Rather than focusing on this issue,

public figures tend to focus on the people and crimes that constellate around it.

15. Summary of Findings

A. Neighborhood Association Leaders and Police Officers:

• consistently use the word prostitute to describe women who exchange sex for

money or drugs.
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• do not employ the term sex worker, nor do they assign negative or positive

connotations to this term.

• attribute the economic status of a neighborhood as a cause for the existence of

prostitution and other criminal activity.

• view the neighborhood as a victim of prostitution and related criminal activity,

with the sale and use of illegal drugs represented as the primary problem. An “us

versus them” situation is created.

• view the residents of the neighborhoods as victims because they are exposed to

and witness people participating in these criminal behaviors and the refuse that

remains as a result of these activities (used condoms and needles, etc.). A

particular emphasis is placed on children’s exposure to these people and activities.

An “us versus them” situation is created.

• attribute resident awareness and activity, increased law enforcement, and

subsequent arrests of those participating in criminal activity as a partial solution to

the problem of prostitution and other related crimes. An “us versus them”

situation is created.

B. Social Service Agents and Activists:

• consistently use the terms women who exchange sex for money or drugs, women,

or sex worker to describe women who exchange sex for money or drugs.

• specifically express that they dislike the word prostitute because it dehumanizes

the women.

• attribute poverty as the primary cause of prostitution.
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• view the women’s health and safety as the most significant problems associated

with street sex work.

• argue that because of their visibility and low status, the women who exchange sex

are constructed as the cause of drug use and criminal activity by neighborhood

association leaders and police officers. These women are blamed for the majority

of these problems, resulting in their victimization by neighborhoods, law

enforcement, and city politics.

C. Other:

• The terms sex work, street sex work, and street work all imply aspects of choice

and purposeful participation in the sex industry that may be embraced by some

individuals but not all.

• Social service agents and police officers view the women as victims of substance

abuse, poor self-esteem, and mental illness. Their solution is to create access to

social service agencies and substance treatment programs, which they state occurs

as a result of these women’s arrests.

• Neighborhood association leaders, police officers, and social service agents state

the men/johns are a primary cause of prostitution, and yet this problem was

secondary to the victim status of the neighborhood and the women.
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Table 4.1, Description of the problems, victims, and solutions according to the above findings.
Public Figures Problem Victim Solution

1) Neighborhood

Association Leaders

2) Police Officers

Neighborhoods are

deteriorating due to

prostitution and other

crimes

Neighborhood

Residents

Women

Resident

awareness and

activity leads to

law enforcement

and subsequent

arrests

1) Social Service Agents

2) Police Officers

Women are addicted to

illegal drugs and are

therefore selling sex

Women Substance abuse

treatment

1) Social Service Agents

2) Activists

Poverty and other systemic

violence (child/partner

abuse, sexual assault,

trauma) leads women to

sell sex for survival and to

support substance abuse

Women Address root

causes of poverty

and systemic

violence against

women

1) Social Service Agents

2) Activists

Because of their visibility

and low status, the women

are blamed

disproportionately for the

problems of drug use and

related crime. Poverty

leads to drug use and

related crimes.

Women Address root

causes of poverty

and other criminal

activity

1) Neighborhood

Association Leaders

2) Police Officers

3) Social Service Agents

Men/Johns are looking for

women in order to engage

in sexual activities

Neighborhood

Women

Men/Johns need

to be arrested and

punished to

decrease this

behavior

16. Conclusions: Language and Agency/Problems and Solutions

Based on my interviews with public figures, I examined how my participants

define the worker’s agency and in turn how those definitions affect the construction of
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the problems and solutions surrounding street sex work. Because the term prostitute has

historically offered less agency and is considered derogatory by those in and outside the

sex industry, both on and off the street, using this word, although perhaps not intended,

serves to reduce these women to one activity in which they choose to participate. This

term could be compared to people being identified as murderers, thieves, etc., where one

negative behavior is emphasized over all others. This same categorization occurs when

people are referred to as teachers, pilots, and preachers, for example, and yet the

assumption is that although the person is being defined by their occupation, their lives are

not limited to this one activity or behavior. When a person is primarily identified by a

negative, and specifically illegal, behavior, this activity tends to overshadow the

“personhood” of the individual.

There is a connection between the language the public figures use to discuss street

sex work and its related problems, which potentially directs how the solutions are

envisioned and implemented. Those public figures who use the word prostitute tend to

focus on the neighborhood as the victim and look for solutions that will rid the

neighborhood of these problems. These solutions include resident awareness and activity,

law enforcement, and arrests. These solutions then create access to social service

agencies and substance abuse treatment programs for the women who are arrested. Those

public figures who use the terms women who exchange sex for money or drugs, women,

or sex worker tend to focus on the woman as the victim and look for solutions that

address the woman’s needs. These needs include access to social service agencies,

substance abuse treatment programs, and the systemic frameworks of poverty, abuse, and
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violence. These public figures tend to view the women as victims of poverty; abuse;

substance abuse; and neighborhood, city, and state politics. Because causes of poverty

and violence are ephemeral, the solutions are not clearly delineated.

Almost all of the public figures viewed the johns or men as a primary factor in

street sex work, but this problem was secondary to the victim status of the women and the

neighborhoods. The solution resides in arresting and punishing these men so that they

will not continue to solicit these women for sex. The underlying reasons for the women’s

participation in exchanging sex are addressed as a support system for survival and

substance use. The underlying reasons for the men’s participation are not addressed. This

representation suggests that the men are not the primary focus and are therefore not the

primary consideration when solutions are considered and implemented.

The word prostitute tends to position its subject as a victim. And yet these women

were also considered to be victims by those public figures who used the term sex

workers. The creation and use of the term sex worker was an attempt by individuals to

lend legitimacy to these actions, although illegal in some cases, as a form of work. The

term sex work offers a sense of legitimacy to this work, while it also implies that the

participant is making a choice to engage in these activities. And yet if the women on the

street do not identify as choosing this line of work, further information needs to be

gathered for analysis regarding the implications of identifying these women in ways that

they themselves do not identify.

The analysis of the language of the public figures compels me to ask the

following questions:



179

1. How do these women identify themselves or want to be identified by the public?

2. How does the term prostitute negatively impact the women and the material conditions

surrounding their lives?

3. How do the terms women who exchange sex for money or drugs or sex worker

negatively impact the women and the material conditions surrounding their lives?

4. How might the terms women who exchange sex for money or drugs or sex worker

positively impact the women and the material conditions surrounding their lives?

5. How are the material conditions of street sex workers’ lives represented, reproduced,

and entrenched in the construction of the problems and solutions surrounding street sex

work?

In the following and final chapter, the themes that have emerged within Chapters 3 and 4

provide a framework through which I analyze my interviews with street sex workers in

order to offer suggestions about the language used and its affect on the material

conditions of street sex workers’ lives.
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CHAPTER FIVE

SITE THREE AND CONCLUSION:

INTERVIEWS WITH STREET SEX WORKERS AND

REFLECTIONS ON THE LANGUAGE SURROUNDING STREET SEX WORK

1. Introduction

Chapter 5 is an analysis of my interviews with street “sex workers” who live and

work in Jemez.61, 62 In addition to analyzing the language used in the media (Chapter 3)

and by the public figures who work closely with or advocate for street sex workers

(Chapter 4), I analyze the language used by street sex workers themselves in order to

investigate how these women identify themselves and how the material conditions—the

physical environments they live in and their effects on the workers’ bodies, identities, and

spirits—are represented, reproduced, and entrenched in the language surrounding their

work. Not only did I analyze the language of my sex worker participants, but I also talked

with them about the representations I found based on my analysis of my interviews with

public figures. In this way, I was able to investigate how sex workers understand the

language that is used to talk about them and the surrounding material conditions. In this

chapter I focus on the participants’ understanding of their work, their goals, their roles in

61 I call attention to the terms commonly used to describe the activities of exchanging sex for drugs or
money, such as “sex work” and “prostitution” by placing them in quotations in order to show that these
terms are political and place the people who practice these activities in predetermined places, often based
on the political and moral stance of the speaker. For readability, I place the words in quotations when I first
use them. Throughout this chapter I use the term sex work to describe these activities based on my own
political standpoint that these activities are work in which people participate in order to earn money or
other material gain.
62 In order to maintain anonymity of the people I interviewed, I am not at liberty to reveal the location of
my research site. Therefore, any indicators of personal identities or geographic locales have been changed.
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the sex industry, and their understanding of themselves in the community and society at

large. Within this analysis I explore the assumptions and ideological frameworks

represented in the language of sex workers as they talk about themselves and the

representations I found by asking the following questions:

1. How do women who exchange or have exchanged sex for money or drugs represent

themselves in their own language about their work or activities related to exchanging sex

for money or drugs, their daily activities, other women who exchange sex for drugs or

money, and the material conditions surrounding their activities (such as choosing when to

participate, condom use, social status, competition, likes and dislikes about the activities,

drugs, exposure to disease, and living conditions)?

2. What kinds of tropes are used?

3. What ideologies are embedded in their language surrounding these women and their

work?

In addition to the above research questions, I struggled to triangulate my analysis

of the previous two sites within my interviews with the street sex workers by asking them

about how they are represented in the language of the public media and public figures.

My research questions emerged from this triangulation as follows:

1. How do women who exchange or have exchanged sex for money or drugs understand

the representations of themselves in the language used by the general public, and how is

this representation different or similar to the street sex workers’ representations of

themselves?

2. What kinds of tropes are used?
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3. What ideologies are embedded in their language about these women and their work?

Within these interviews, I focus on the language surrounding street sex work, or

people who exchange sex for money or drugs on or near the street—what is commonly

referred to as “prostitution” or sex work.63 I use an ideological rhetorical analysis, the

basis of which is rhetorical analysis, or the study of how language shapes and is shaped

by cultures, institutions, and the individuals within them. I then look at this language

from an ideological perspective, or the identification and examination of the underlying

assumptions of communicative interactions. Not only is my participants’ language

examined, but so too are the underlying belief systems of that language. These ideologies

and ethical systems can be interrogated in order to better understand how street sex

workers’ identities and the material conditions of their lives are represented in my

participants’ language surrounding this work.

As I stated in Chapter 4 regarding my analysis of the public figures’ language, I

do not mean to imply that there is a cause and effect relationship between language and

the material conditions of street sex workers. It is too simplistic to state that if people

change their language practices, then their material conditions will necessarily change as

well. What is important to my research is using discourse as a departure point—a

beginning through which scholars can examine language itself and what it represents,

along with the underlying belief systems that ultimately influence the way street sex

workers perceive themselves and are perceived by others.

63 See Chapters 1 and 3 for a more detailed explanation of these concepts.
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2. Methodology

I triangulated my analysis of the newspaper articles that describe and discuss sex

work and the language used by public figures through conversations and interviews with

women who exchange sex for money or drugs in order to better understand how they

identify themselves and how they understand and explain the material conditions of their

own lives. Rather than being identified by outside groups that have their own political

purposes, the women need to identify themselves. The voices, analysis, and contributions

of the sex workers I interviewed makes this study more rich and complex than without

them because the sex workers are the experts on their own lives, identities, and the

material conditions that inform their lives. By working and spending time with these

women, I created an environment that contributed to my understanding of the language

they and others use to describe their lives.

My volunteer and paid work at a social service institution enabled me to develop a

rich understanding of street sex workers and the institutions they work with because I

worked with them on a daily basis. After obtaining approval from my Institutional

Review Board, I posted a flier in several locations where street workers receive

services.64 I also asked my participants to tell others about the interviews to obtain a

larger pool of participants, especially those sex workers who were not using social

service agencies.

I interviewed street sex workers over a six month period during my analysis of the

newspaper articles and interviews with public figures. Because I had completed much of

64 See Appendix A for an example of the flier I used to ask participants to contact me.
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the analysis of these two previous sites, I was able to reflect on the representations I was

noticing and discuss these representations with the street workers themselves. In order to

be included in the study, the women had to be presently or recently active in the process

of exchanging sex for money or drugs. Initially, I had planned on asking the women

specific questions about how long and how often they had exchanged sex for money or

drugs, but as I began hearing from these women, I found it sufficient to ask them about

their current and recent status. All of the women I interviewed said they had been

exchanging on and off for years and therefore had sufficient experience to participate in

the study.

When the women called me to schedule an interview, I explained what my study

was about, asked them if they had any questions, and asked them if they were willing to

participate. Because I valued these women’s time, I paid each of them thirty dollars for

the one and a half to two hour interview. Due to the Institutional Review Board

requirements, I was not allowed to post this dollar amount on the fliers, but I was allowed

to state that the women would be compensated for their time. During our initial

conversation, I explained that I would pay them thirty dollars for their time and arranged

a time and a place to meet them.

Initially, I had planned on meeting the women at the social service agency where I

worked, but management at this location was concerned that the women might associate

my study with the social service agency, and therefore did not want the interviews to take

place there. I therefore negotiated a meeting location with each individual. At times, the

women would ask me to come to their homes, and we would do the interview there. At
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other times, we met at a local fast-food restaurant and found a quiet corner where we

could talk. I also met participants in the park and at a local library where we could find

private locations. I believe that the individual nature and casualness of the settings

actually made it easier for the women to respond to my questions and talk about their

lives than would have been possible at the social service agency where the situation

would have been more formal and less intimate.

Because the women I interviewed are a particularly vulnerable population due to

their involvement in illegal activities, the Institutional Review Board waived the

requirement for my participants to sign a consent form because that form would be the

only link between the individual and the research. Therefore, I obtained recorded verbal

consent at the time of the interview by asking them if they understood the study and were

willing to participate. I audio taped the consent process along with the interview itself

and then used this tape to create transcripts of the interviews. Due to the Institutional

Review Board requirements and the vulnerability of these women due to their

involvement in illegal activities, I was not able to gain contact information or follow up

with my participants after our initial interview.

At the time of this writing, I have interviewed ten participants for this study, and I

plan to interview ten additional people to complete my dataset. This dissertation,

however, only contains my analysis of a portion of this data. As I explained in Chapter 4,

by the time I had finished compiling most of my dataset (newspaper articles and two sets

of interviews), I had gathered a voluminous amount of data. In order to adequately parse

the rhetorical and ideological subtleties contained in the interviews, I realized I would
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need to undertake a much more thorough analysis of the newspaper articles that

represented street sex work to the general public. As a result, I sought to gain a

comprehensive understanding of the rhetorics of street sex work as propagated through

regional newspapers, a respected and long-standing source of socio-cultural information

in the area. I realized a smaller data set of information would lead to closer analysis of the

language and a richer representation of these subtleties and therefore decided to focus on

only three street worker interviews within this analysis. Of the ten interviews I

completed, I randomly chose three participants by placing their initials in a hat and

choosing three names.

It is imperative that the street workers’ voices are represented here, and this

refined and foundational analysis not only provided me the opportunity to study more

deeply the popular rhetorics about street sex work that are propagated through the mass

media, but also created a more thorough background from which I can analyze the

remaining interviews. By coding and analyzing these three interviews, I was able to

create an in-depth understanding of how the representations of street workers by the

women themselves compared and related to the representations I had found in the

newspaper articles and my interviews with public figures. I chose to defer the remainder

of the street worker interviews for my subsequent work in this area.

I began each interview by asking the participant for identifying information such

as ethnicity, age, background, parent’s socioeconomic status, and so forth.65 I then asked

her about her current and past work and education, and I included questions about her

65 See Appendix D for Street Sex Worker Sample Interview Guide.
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desire for more education and work. I followed these questions by asking her to tell me

about a typical day in her life and to walk me through it. This description usually

included a typical day when the woman was not exchanging sex for money or drugs and a

day when she was participating in these activities. After all of the initial conversation, I

asked the woman what she thought about women who exchange sex for money or drugs

and the language she uses to talk about these activities. As in my interviews with public

figures, I wanted to provide the street workers with an opportunity to talk about their

lives in general prior to focusing on the language they use to talk about exchanging sex

for money or drugs.

After asking the women to talk about their day-to-day lives, both while

exchanging sex for money or drugs and participating in other activities, I then asked them

about the logistics of exchanging sex. Within this section I was trying to gain information

about how the exchanges occurred and under what circumstances. I then had a section

that was devoted to the material conditions of their lives, which asked questions

regarding their social status, the power and control they have over their negotiations and

exchanges, their feelings and attitudes about the work, arrests, drugs, and risk of disease.

Finally, I created a section of questions that asked my participants to reflect on the

interview itself. I struggled with the decision about whether to pay these women for their

time, as I felt it would be unethical not to compensate them, but one of my concerns was

that the women might feel as if they were participating in an act for money. During this

reflection on the interview, I asked them if they felt like they were performing the

interview for money. Although one woman stated she felt a bit like a “guinea pig” due to
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her involvement in this type of research, none of the women said they felt like they were

performing for money, and all of the women said they enjoyed the interview because it

was helpful to talk about their lives. As one woman stated:

P66: I feel good about it. Because I got to talk about it more. I can turn
around and I can go back to Casa Segura [a social service agency] and
say, ‘Excuse me. You really need to do this [participate in an interview]. It
will really help you.

J: You think?

P: Because I do, I feel a lift off my chest right now.

J: Really? Well that’s good to know.

P: I do. I feel a lift off my chest.

Within this reflection, I also asked them about the language that other people use

to talk about street sex work and then asked them about how these words made them feel.

We then discussed the public perception of street sex work and the concerns they believe

the general public should have about women who exchange sex for money or drugs. This

discussion encouraged them to define the central problems surrounding street sex work.

This reflection was extremely rewarding for me as the interviewer because I was

able to gain insight into how my participants felt about the interview itself, and I drew on

their expertise to influence my subsequent interviews with street workers. This meta-level

reflection also provided insights into how these women understood street sex work and

its related problems, which was valuable beyond measure.

66 In order to further mask my participants’ identities, I have chosen to use P, for participant, in all of the
transcripts included rather than identify them by a specific name.
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3. Participants

As I began writing this section, I thought about how I would describe the women

who were included in this analysis. I thought back to the information that I had included

about the public figures and realized that I had included their gender and their occupation

or role as a public figure. I did not mention if they were homeless or not, as the

assumption and reality was that they lived in houses. I also did not include anything about

their drug use or addictions, as these were not questions that were directly applicable to

my study. Asking questions regarding health, drug use, addictions, employment, etc.,

were directly applicable to my interviews with the participants involved in street sex

work because throughout my study I have grounded the questions and conversations in

the material conditions surrounding street sex workers lives. And yet I became aware that

I had represented my public figures differently than I was representing the street sex

workers, again focusing on the common categories of drug use, health status, etc. I call

attention to this issue because one of the goals of this study was to interrogate the

common associations and material conditions related to street sex work, and I do not wish

to reify these common associations by describing my participants according to these

categories alone.

All of my participants are women. Although, analyzing issues surrounding male

and transgendered sex workers and alternatively identified sexualities in sex work are

extremely important to consider in an analysis of sex work, trying to include them in this

analysis would unnecessarily complicate the study by involving those ideologies and
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discriminations that arise when concepts of gender and sexuality beyond the

“mainstream” are involved.

Of the three women I interviewed, all identified as Caucasian and were early to

mid-forties. One of the women was currently homeless, one owned her own home, and

the third rented an apartment and was threatened with eviction at the time of the

interview. All three women expressed a desire to participate in recognized work, although

they had encountered barriers to gaining the education necessary to obtain a job that

offered a livable wage. Two of the three women were actively seeking employment, and

all three women worked in one form or another, whether it was babysitting, a job offered

on a first-come, first-serve and daily basis, or “under the table.” Two of the three women

were still currently exchanging sex for money or drugs, whereas one said she hadn’t

exchanged sex for money or drugs in several years. Of the two who were still

exchanging, one woman exchanged sex with one “regular” client she had been seeing for

over ten years and the other one wasn’t currently exchanging but had been recently and

would be again soon, as she said her participation was dependent on her financial

situation.67

4. Participants’ Language

As I state in the first sentence of my Introduction, I make claims about language

and sex work with my choice of language. And I clarify that throughout the dissertation, I

67 Because I interacted with these women on a weekly, if not daily, basis, I knew them beyond what they
shared with me in these interviews. This woman started exchanging sex for money or drugs shortly after we
completed the interview and continued to exchange for several months.
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use the words sex work to describe these activities based on my own political standpoint

that these activities are work in which people participate in order to earn money or other

material gain. My own standpoint continued to evolve throughout the process of my

dissertation, and the language that I chose to use in interviews varied based on my own

current stance and the language used by my participants.

Like my interviews with public figures, one of the first issues I encountered

during my interviews and subsequent analysis was the language my participants and I

used to talk about street sex work. And because this has been a central area of discussion

in the preceding chapters, I am again devoting this opening analytical section to this

subject so that the reader can understand how my participants used this language and

discussed the use of others’ language surrounding street sex work. Because one of my

goals for this study was to triangulate what I had found from my preceding analysis

within the interviews with street workers, I spent a fair amount of time talking to the

women about the language they and others used to describe and talk about these

activities.

When asked about the language they used to refer to women who exchange sex

for money or drugs, the women used the words ho and hoing, prostitute and prostitution,

and whore. One woman also used the terms cunt and crackho to describe these women.

Within their conversations, they also used the word hooker to describe sex workers,

especially in reference to police officers and arrests. In a later section when I asked the

women to reflect on the language used by others, they added the words ho and slut, which
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were not included in my initial list of the words prostitute, hooker, women who exchange

sex for money or drugs, and sex worker.

I then asked the women if there were particular words they identified with and if

there were words that offended them. The women identified with the words ho, prostitute

and whore, and one woman referred to herself as a stupid drunk and a twelve-pack ho.

And yet all of the women said they identified with these words when they exchanged sex

for money or drugs in the past and were not offended by them, and yet in their current

state they were offended by all of the words because they were no longer exchanging sex

for money or drugs. Rather than in a specific response to one of my questions, each

woman made the distinction on her own that she did not identify with these words, but

she used to when she was actively engaged in exchanging sex for money or drugs. And

one woman, in response to my question about how she feels about these words,

responded: “Being a sleaze—sleazy.” She went on to reference the old rhyme of “sticks

and stones can break my bones, but names will never hurt me”—explaining that this

statement did not apply when referring to the words prostitute and ho, for example,

because these words did hurt her, even when she was actively involved in exchanging sex

for money or drugs.68

The language was offensive to all of the women, and yet they still used the words

to talk about their activities and others who were participating in these activities. My

questions always used the words exchanging sex for money or drugs unless I was

68 Based on my analysis of these interviews, the “hurt” ascribed to this language appeared to be emotional,
as the language was in and of itself offensive. In this case, the woman states that this language hurt her
feelings when it was used to describe her and she felt discriminated against by the speaker of this language.
This “hurt” was not associated with the phenomena of sexual exchange and drug use in general.
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referring to the words that others had used to talk about women who exchange sex or I

was directly responding to a statement my participants had made. After this analysis, I

searched again through the transcripts to find if there were instances when the women

used words like exchanging sex, sex work, or street work and found none. Overall, the

women used the same language that they find offensive.

Chapters 3 and 4 address numerous themes including “Representations of

Women/Prostitutes and Men/Johns,” “Personal Choice/Responsibility,” “Description of

the Problem,” “Drugs,” “Arrests,” etc. Rather than allowing these ideas to dictate my

analysis of the interviews with street workers, I began looking at the overall themes

related to the material conditions surrounding their lives and let the most important

subjects emerge from the interviews. In each of the following sections, I provide a brief

overview and analysis, and in the final “Comparisons” and “Conclusions” sections, I

explore how the ideas that emerged in my interviews with street workers correspond with

and contradict the representations found in the newspaper media and in my interviews

with public figures.69

5. Representations of Prostitutes and Johns

As two of my central questions ask in the Introduction to this dissertation: What

language can be used to talk about people who are identified as those who exchange or

sell sex for drugs or money? And how can outsiders stop reproducing the stigma and

created identities that most likely are not how the subjects of these statements self-

69 For a detailed explanation of my organization and how it relates to the themes explored in Chapters 3 and
4, see Appendix E: Chapter 5 References to the Central Issues Addressed in Chapters 3 and 4.
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identify? The beginning of an answer to these questions is to be found in talking to the

women who are participating in these transactions in order to better understand how they

identify themselves, their actions, and their lives. My study was designed with this goal

in mind, and therefore I focused on the women’s representations in the public arena and

their own representations of themselves rather than on the men who purchase sex from

these women. And yet in this analysis, I realize that I made some of the same choices that

were made by those who wrote newspaper articles, and therefore my study mimics some

of what I found there because I, too, create a space where the women, yet again, are the

focus of the questions and the representations. As I discuss in the conclusion,

interviewing the men who purchase sex on the street would allow for a more complicated

and in-depth analysis of both the representations of the women/prostitutes and the

men/johns. Based on the above design and its effect on my interview questions, this

section explores how the women are represented and represent themselves and only

focuses on the representations of the men/johns through the individual women’s

perceptions.70

I began my analysis by reflecting on the categories that emerged from the

newspaper articles explored in Chapter 3. In the section “Representations of Prostitutes

and Johns,” the categories include: interviewee provides name/anonymous, relationship

status, reasons for participating in prostitution, length of time participating in prostitution,

length of time using drugs and treatment for drug addiction, length of time and cause for

70 I make a distinction between how the women are represented and how they represent themselves because
in many cases the women make distinctions between themselves and other women who exchange sex for
money or drugs. I have struggled to make this distinction clear in my analysis by referring to “others” when
a woman is talking about women who exchange sex in general or as separate from herself.
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jail/incarceration, physical or sexual assault status, and physical descriptions of the

interviewee. And yet these categories were not the central themes that emerged in my

conversations with the street workers. In this section I present and analyze the language

the women use to describe the public perception and their own personal perceptions of

exchanging sex for money or drugs, their feelings about exchanging sex for money or

drugs, how they view themselves as compared to others who exchange sex for money or

drugs, and their representations of the men/johns.71

A. Personal and Public Perceptions of Exchanging Sex for Money or Drugs. In order

to better understand the women’s personal perceptions, I offer background about the

women and their experiences of exchanging sex for money or drugs. One of the women

began exchanging sex for money at age fifteen and exchanged on and off for years. At

the time of the interview, she had not exchanged in several years. This woman identified

as a lesbian, although she had dated men and had a child with a man. The second woman

also started exchanging sex for money or drugs at age fifteen and continued to exchange

depending on her financial situation. At the time of the interview, she hadn’t exchanged

in about two months, although she had done it regularly for approximately four years.

This woman identified as heterosexual and had a long-term significant other of

approximately ten years. And the third woman was still exchanging sex for money, but

only with one regular client whom she had been seeing for over ten years. The age at

which she started exchanging sex for money or drugs was missing from the interview. At

71 For more information on the remaining categories, see Appendix E: Chapter 5 References to the Central
Issues Addressed in Chapters 3 and 4.
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the time of our interviews, none of the women were actively exchanging drugs on a daily

basis.

On the whole, the women expressed no moral indignation against street sex work.

In response to my question: “What do you think about women who exchange sex for

money or drugs?” one woman said: P: “I don’t see anything wrong with it. It’s her body,

you know. […] I don’t see anything wrong with it.” This use of the third person may

have been a result of my question, which referred to women in general who exchange sex

for money or drugs, or it may have been a deflection of ownership regarding her own

body and experiences exchanging sex for money or drugs. Another woman said in

response to my question:

J: So she just does it [I am referring to a friend of the individual who
exchanges sex for money]?

P: Uh-huh. [Yes.]

J: And that’s ok with you?

P: Oh yeah, that’s fine. It’s each individual for themselves.

This participant offered more of her own opinion when responding to my question about

the public perception. She said: “I know a lot of people look at it in a bad way, and

they’re wrong. They’re wrong because each individual in life has their own lifestyle. And

they’re going to live their own lifestyle the way they want to.” And in response to my

question about how she views women who exchange sex for money or drugs, she said:

Some people don’t understand that that’s what some people have to do.
That’s the type of lifestyle that they’re used to. They’ve been doing it, or
they’ve been sexually molested when they were kids, so they figure if they
turn around and they go out there and give their bodies away, they still
feel like its ok, that they’re not doing anything wrong.
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I then asked:

J: And is that how you feel about people that do it?

P: Well, I was sexually molested too. When I was a kid. And that’s
why…[long pause]

J: You think that’s why you do it?

P: That’s why I did it.

J: Oh really?

P: Yeah. That’s why I did it. I haven’t done it in quite awhile. […]

J: When did you first do it?

P: Fifteen.

J: Yeah, and you did it because you were molested?

P: Yeah.

J: Really? Why, what makes you think that?

P: Because if I was, because I thought it was the thing to do.

J: Oh really?

P: I thought it was the thing to do. It wasn’t the money outlook on it. I
thought it was the thing to do. If I go and have sex with this man then he’s
going to have more affection toward me, and he’s going to think more of
me. That’s the way it is. I mean, it’s not a good thing and it’s not a bad
thing.

The third participant was more hesitant in her approval as she said: “Now, I mean,

I don’t condone it. I think they should have it in houses where they can control the

diseases and stuff like that. […] I don’t condone these women that are out here passing

out AIDS and stuff and don’t care. They are the ones I look down on.” And in response to
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my questions about the public perception of women who participate in sex acts for money

or drugs, this same participant said: “They look down on us. They look down on women.

They think it’s dirty, disgusting. But you think about it, it’s the oldest profession in the

world.”

This woman also stated that exchanging sex for money or drugs provided a

service that is needed in society in order to prevent men from raping women and

molesting children. She said: “To a certain extent I think they should protect them. [They

shouldn’t] think because they’re out prostituting that they’re no better than they are.

They’re still human, they’re still a person. Just because they’re doing something you

wouldn’t do.” She went on to say:

I think if there weren’t prostitutes out there, there’d be a lot more rapes of
children and stuff like that. I think the ones that are clean and do take care
of themselves, they’re doing a service by stopping these men from going
to rape another woman or rape kids. So why don’t you just legalize it and
put it in houses […] where you can regulate what’s going on?

And in response to my question: “How would you like [the public perception] to be

different?” she said: “Have a little more respect for them. Because, like I was saying, if it

wasn’t for them, there’d be a lot more rapes and a lot more killings and a lot more child

molesting than there is.”

Within the above quotations several themes emerge. All three women do not see

anything inherently wrong with exchanging sex for money or drugs. The first two women

present the issue as a personal choice—it is up to the individual and her chosen lifestyle.

There is also a sense that the woman owns her own body, rather than the state or society

that creates laws against these activities.
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One woman says exchanging is not good or bad, it just is, and she also says that

due to their personal lifestyle, some women may “give their bodies away” because they

think “that’s the way it is.” She attributes her participation in these activities to early

child sexual abuse. She alludes to the fact that this is what she was taught, this is the

lifestyle she knows, and that she had hoped for increased affection and esteem from the

men who were paying her to have sex. Contrary to the above argument that a woman

owns her own body and can choose to participate in exchanging sex, this woman perhaps

implies that she does not own her body, but rather uses it to gain affection. She again

refers to this as not a good or a bad thing, but simply what it is. Within these

conversations she doesn’t emphasize the problems associated with this initial sexual

abuse, but rather presents it as a lifestyle choice based on her own and others’

experiences. In response to this reasoning, one might argue that sexual abuse is wrong,

and therefore hope life decisions surrounding sexuality and exchanging sex in response to

this abuse would also be considered wrong. And yet by separating the two, this woman

sees her choices as being individual, based on her own lifestyle and experiences, and that

there is nothing wrong with these activities. On the contrary, she states that the general

public is “wrong” for looking down on the people who participate in these activities.

Two of the women did not focus on the public issues related to exchanging sex

for money or drugs as the public figures often did. The third woman did focus on these

issues, as she is concerned about the public health risks. Stating that exchanging sex is

the oldest profession, she alludes to the fact that because of the longevity of its existence,

there is nothing wrong with it. She argues that exchanging sex should occur in houses
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where diseases can be controlled. She refers later in the interview to the brothel system in

Las Vegas, where exchanging sex is legal.72 She explicitly states that she looks down on

the women who are passing on diseases, but also states the public is wrong to look down

on these women because they are still human and deserve respect. She takes this issue

even further when she argues that these women provide services that result in fewer

sexual assaults of women and sexual abuse of children, and she states the women need to

be protected and respected. She goes so far as to recommend legalization, which she feels

would allow for regulation and control related to disease and health.

Within these conversations, the women also talked about how they personally felt

about exchanging sex. On the whole, these women did not like participating in these

activities, although they liked the result gained by participating—namely the money

and/or the drugs (see “Drug Use” for a more complete analysis of drug use associated

with street sex work). As one woman said:

P: When I started? I didn’t like it.

J: You didn’t?

P: No, but it was something that I could do easy and make money fast.
And that’s how I survived.

J: What didn’t you like about it?

P: The sex. I didn’t like men.

J: Was there anything you liked about participating in exchanging sex for
drugs or money?

72 Although a common assumption, it is important to note that Nevada has legal brothels in rural counties,
but these brothels and the exchange of sex for money or other gain is not legal in Las Vegas or Reno,
Nevada.
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P: The drugs. That was about it.

J: And what did you dislike?

P: The men on top of me [laughs].

J: How did it make you feel?

P: I felt dirty.

J: You did?

P: Yeah.

J: Afterwards?

P: Yeah, I’d go take a shower, scrub myself down. But then I was back out
there again the very next night because I wanted the high again.

Another woman had a similar response:

J: What do you like about exchanging sex for drugs or money?

P: It just depends on if I need the money or not.

J: So it’s an easy way to make money?

P: Uh-huh [yes].

J: What do you not like about it?

P: Dirty. Sucking dick, fucking somebody else.

J: You don’t like it?

P: No.

J: Because why?

P: No, but once I have the money I like it.

J: Why don’t you like it?

P: I don’t know. It just makes me feel dirty.
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J: It does?

P: And nasty.

Two of the women specifically compared themselves with others who participate

in these activities. As one said: “A lot of them, the way that I perceive a lot of the women

out there now, they’re dirty, and they don’t care about themselves. When I was doing it, I

cared about myself. I took precautions and stuff. And if a guy didn’t want to use a rubber,

I wouldn’t have sex with him.” Another woman also discussed others who participated in

these acts:

J: Do you have friends who participate in sex acts for money?

P: Yes, quite a few of my friends.

J: Are their lives similar to yours?

P: Similar to some of them. It just depends.

J: How are they different?

P: Because they’re not willing to change.

J: Oh.

P: They do the same thing. They like doing the same thing, and they don’t
have, they’re afraid to accept that if you want to change your life you’re
the only one who can change it. Nobody else can.

Although all of these women say that there is nothing wrong with exchanging sex,

none of them liked participating in these activities except for the end result of money

and/or drugs, and they even said that participating in these activities made them feel

“dirty” and “nasty.” Their reasons for this dislike included the men in general, the sex
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with men, and having sex with “other” men, the assumption being that they were having

sex with someone who was not considered a primary, fun, intimate or recreational

partner. These feelings were always associated with words like dirty and nasty, and one

woman even said she took showers after her exchanges in order to feel clean. These

women describe the public perception of women who exchange sex as being dirty, which

they believe is wrong, and yet they feel dirty when participating in these activities.73

Two of the women also had a tendency to look down on other women who

participate in these activities, similar to their opinion of how the public feels about these

women, which they stated was “wrong.” They talk about the women who exchange sex

as being “dirty” and not caring about themselves—which was directly associated with not

using condoms and protecting against the spread of diseases. One woman said that she

took precautions; the assumption being that she cared about herself and either used a

condom or would not have sex with someone who did not want to use a condom. The

second women talks about the other women as being “different” from her because they

are not willing to “change.” The assumption here is that some change is needed (see

“Change” for more information). They argue that the public should not “look down” on

these women for participating in these activities, and yet they refer to others in ways that

are similar to their definition of the public’s perception—referring to them as “dirty” and

“not caring about themselves”—especially when it comes to condom use and risk of

73 It is important to realize that these women may have said they felt “dirty” or “nasty” because they
believed that was how they were supposed to feel, based on common public perceptions, or what I expected
to hear from them. Based on the fact that all three woman described feeling “dirty” or “nasty” in response
to participating in these activities and that I had discussions with these women outside of our interviews, I
believe this description was fairly consistent with these three women’s experiences.



204

disease. And finally, their assumption that the women participating in these activities

need to “change” is also consistent with how these women define the public perception.

Even though these women say that they do not believe there is anything wrong

with exchanging sex, they also state through their own experiences of exchanging sex and

their descriptions of others who exchange sex that there is something wrong with these

activities because participating in them made them feel dirty and two believed that others

needed to “change.” These statements cause me to ask if these women side with their

own interpretation of the public perception because they are no longer exchanging sex

and therefore have a tendency to see themselves as being part of the general public rather

than as street sex workers. These women occupy a remarkable position because they

know what it’s like to participate in these activities and yet, at the time of the interview,

no longer or rarely did they participate in these activities. The public perception is so

negative and all-encompassing that it is difficult to escape, even when one has also

participated in these activities. Is it possible that the women felt “dirty” because that is

how society has told them they should feel? Do they look down on others who are

participating in these activities because they no longer choose to do it themselves?

Because I spent time with these women and interacted with them outside of the

interview, I know that of the three women, one was still exchanging but didn’t talk about

it as if it was currently happening. The other hadn’t exchanged in a long time, and one

was still exchanging with one “regular” client she had been seeing for over ten years.

Therefore, two out of the three of them were looking at it from an outsider perspective—

as having done that, but no longer doing it. And the third woman was talking as if she no
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longer exchanged sex, although the option was there if she needed it in the future. But

none of them owned it as a current way of life or of making money—they all argued

there were “better” ways to make a living (see “A Better Life”). This perspective might

have been different had I talked to women who were still actively exchanging sex.

As I reflect on these statements, I acknowledge that most, if not all, of these

women knew of my involvement with the social service agency, and all of them knew a

social service agency was the vehicle through which the initial contact was made because

my fliers were posted there. Due to these factors, I have to assume that my stance as a

social service agent, rather than a friend, may have influenced their responses, perhaps by

stating what they thought they “should” say or what I “expected” to hear. In light of these

facts, I do not believe that these women were being dishonest with me in our interviews.

The social service agency did not provide or deny services based on the actions of these

women, and I was no longer directly affiliated with Casa Segura at the time of our

interviews. As I said, I often interacted with these women outside the interviews, and I

knew these women as people experiencing their own ups and downs. Our conversations

were relaxed and at times intimate, and I prefaced our conversations with statements

about confidentiality. Within my remaining interviews, I plan to contact the women by

interacting with them on the street, which I hope will prevent some of these judgments

while also opening up my access to potential participants.

B. Representations of Johns. The women did not spend a great deal of time talking

about the men whom they often referred to as johns, tricks, or their regulars. Most of my

questions were not related to the men who purchased sex, but rather focused on the
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material conditions of their lives. And yet because the men are central to these exchanges,

I present and analyze how these women talked about their customers in general.

When discussing their clients, all three of the women said that some of the time

the men simply wanted “company.” As one stated:

P: I had a lot of dates where they just wanted company. They didn’t want
to have sex.

J: They would just pay you to hang out?

P: Yeah. And those were the ones I liked [laughs].
And another addressed this same issue in our conversation:

J: Do you guys talk and hang out?

P: Oh yeah.

Another woman discussed how long it had been since she had exchanged sex. She said:

“I haven’t done it in quite awhile. And then sometimes I feel sorry for old men who just

want me to go out to eat with them or something. They’re lonely. They have no grandkids

or anything.” Later, in a conversation about money, this same woman discussed the time

she spent with clients:

J: Do you ever make more than that? It depends on the guy?

P: Uh-huh [yes].

J: What causes it to be more?

P: How long you stay with them.

J: Oh, I see. Do they want you just to hang out?

P: Yeah. Some of them.
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Two out of the three women also discussed the men in terms of their performance.

One woman was talking about exchanging sex for drugs and referred to the term party. I

asked:

J: And what does that mean, you’d go party?

P: We’d sit and do drugs all night.

J: And would you have sex with him?

P: If he could get it up [laughs].

J: Was that kind of expected? You wouldn’t negotiate?

P: No, it was just assumed that the girl’s going to have sex with him
because he’s supplying the drugs and the money. But most of the time
guys doing crack are doing coke—they couldn’t get it up anyways.

Another woman also talked about a client as “he just takes forever [laughs].” Aside from

referring to their regulars as those who would seek them out, drive around looking for

them, and who were police, lawyers, and married men, to name a few, they didn’t really

discuss the men that much, except when they referred to the violent situations they had

experienced (see “Violence” for more analysis).

Within these few descriptions, the men are represented as lonely and their sexual

performance is noted—usually ascribed to drug use or age. The women feel sorry for the

men and do not seem to mind hanging out with those men who want company or simply

want to “party” with them. This description of the men also correlates to their dislike of

participating in these activities, especially in terms of having sex, because on the whole,

they do not like having sex with the men.
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6. The Problem

I did not ask the street workers “What are the most significant problems

associated with women who exchange sex for drugs or money?” as I did the public

figures because I did not want the street workers to think I assumed that exchanging sex

for money or drugs was a problem or associated with problems. I did ask the women if

people should be concerned about women exchanging sex for money or drugs. Only one

woman responded directly to this question, and her response did not include a description

of the problem in answering this question.74 Many of my questions indirectly led to a

description of the problems, as I asked the women how they began exchanging sex for

money or drugs, what they liked and disliked about it, how others’ lives were similar or

different from theirs, etc., which gave them multiple opportunities to talk about why

women do and do not exchange sex for money or drugs.75 These responses led to a

description of the problems associated with street sex work.

During the reflection on her interview, one participant directly addressed the issue

of a “problem” related to exchanging sex for money or drugs:

If this is going to help someone realize that there is a problem out there
and that something’s gotta be done about the problem. But you can’t look
down on these girls and say “Hey, you’re nothing. You’re never going to
amount to anything.” And that’s pretty much how the community looks at

74 Within the three interviews randomly selected for this analysis, I only asked this question of one woman,
and her response to this question was that the women need to be protected and that people should not look
down on these women. One of the interviews included in this study was my pilot interview, and for reasons
unknown to me at this time, I did not include that question in my pilot interview. During the third
interview, I was experiencing mechanical problems with my tape recorder, and therefore, parts of this
interview are missing. I chose to include this interview in my dataset because the majority of the questions
were answered and answered completely. Unfortunately, this question was also missing in this third
interview.
75 See Appendix D for Street Worker Sample Interview Guide.
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them. But if your story can get that out to the world and show that they are
human, that they can change, then I did something to help.

Within this reflection the participant states that there is a problem out there and that

something needs to be done about it. She then discusses the public perception of “these

girls” referring to these women in the third, rather than the first person. This reference

could be because she no longer participates in these activities or because she wants to

distance herself from the feelings people have about street workers. She describes how

the community views these women, which is that they’re “nothing” and are “never going

to amount to anything.” One of her reasons for participating in this interview is that she

wants to be a part of this process as a person who told her story. She wants these women

to be seen as human, and she also infers that the humanity of these women goes hand in

hand with the idea that they “can change.” There is also an assumption that these women

are not human if they are participating in these activities, and the reference to change

assumes that some kind of change is needed or required.

7. Drug Use

I move into the area of drug use because it is directly related to this description of

“change.” In response to the above conversation, I then asked my participant: “What is

the problem? You said there’s a problem out there. What is it?”

She replied:

The problem is the drugs. For the women. The women have to be high to
be able to have sex, because then they, how can I put this? I got high
because I wanted to hide my feelings. I didn’t want to have to deal with
the pain that I was going through. And that’s what they do. They’re out on
the street […] where they have an old man doing the same thing that
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they’re doing. But what support is he to them? So they get high to forget
about who they are or where they’re going or what they don’t have. And
that’s the same thing I did.

Here, the participant defines the central problem as drug use, which is rooted in

pain. The women feel pain, whether it is due to abuse, relationships, or life conditions.

They then use drugs to try to hide their feelings or escape from the pain.76 She also

touches on the fact that using drugs is almost a prerequisite for exchanging sex because

the women have to be high in order to exchange.77

All three of the women referred to drug use as a reason for exchanging sex as a

means to obtain drugs or earn the money that was needed for drugs. In some cases this

process was cyclical. The women would be using drugs, would then exchange sex in

order to get more money to buy the drugs and would also need to be using drugs in order

to feel comfortable exchanging sex. This process then led to purchasing more drugs,

which led to more exchanges of sex. For example, in response to my question about how

often the woman would exchange sex for money or drugs, one participant said:

P: I don’t know. Every day if I could.

J: Yeah?

P: For dope. Yeah, when I was a crackhead. I’d do stupid stuff just to get
that next hit.

J: What affects it, how often you did it then?

76 This construction excludes normal curiosity and experimentation, which very occasionally leads to
dependency and is not socially acceptable to admit about oneself.
77 This statement is also somewhat socially acceptable, as it is understandable that a person might be more
inclined to exchange sex for money or drugs if their mental state is altered by some substance. This
statement may reveal this social acceptance and serve to remove some of the stigma from the individual for
participating in these acts because she felt she had to get “high” in order to participate.
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P: Well, it depends. If I was straight, if I wasn’t floating crack, I wouldn’t
do it.

Another individual started exchanging sex at fifteen and was not doing drugs at the time.

She started exchanging sex for money for survival. As she stated:

When I started prostituting, I did it because I was only fifteen, and I was
doing it to survive. To make money so I could have a place to live.
Because I was working at Burger King two hours a day. That wasn’t
enough to pay the rent and stuff. And I wasn’t into drugs then. And then,
once you start doing it, it just kind of falls into place. You have to do
drugs to be able to do the prostitution. And I used to have a five-hundred a
day habit. Never did heroin, but I did every other drug that they made.

And in response to my question about others she knows who exchange sex for money or

drugs:

P: Their [lives] are totally different from mine.

J: How’s that?

P: Because they don’t want a house. They’re too interested in getting high
all the time. And they’re just out there to get the money to go get high or
drunk. And that’s like the friend that was over here, that tried to get me to
get high the other night with her. She’s not interested in cleaning up or
getting a house. She’s just interested in getting that money and worrying
about the next rock she’s going to get or the next bottle of beer she’s going
to get. And her old man is the same way.

J: Is it mostly connected to drugs, would you say? The friends that you
have?

P: Yeah.

J: Did you have friends that did it that weren’t involved with drugs?

P: No, because everyone I met was…

J: [Interruption] Doing drugs?

P: Yeah.
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J: So you were pretty rare.

P: Yeah.

J: At fifteen…

P: [Interruption] Yeah.

J: To be doing it and not being involved in drugs.

P: But it only took me about a year. And I was into doing coke and meth
and downers.

J: What do you think led you to the drugs?

P: Prostitution.

J: Really?

P: Because you get so sick of always having to go out to make money, and
having guys on top of you. And it’s like it turns you into doing drugs.
Because it’s easier to do it when you’re high. And I see a lot of women,
that’s why they get high, and then they go out and pick up the guys.

J: And it’s easier?

P: Yeah.

One woman associates her return to exchanging sex with her use of drugs:

J: What made you get back into prostitution?

P: I lost my job. Lost my house.

J: Were you doing drugs?

P: Yeah.

J: Oh.

P: I started doing meth again.
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This cyclical process is referred to again and again. Within the above statements,

using drugs is seen as both a cause for and an effect of exchanging sex for money or

drugs. All three women stated they exchanged sex for drugs or money to purchase drugs.

One woman said she exchanged for survival, but then soon became addicted to drugs

because it was easier to exchange sex if already “high.” Exchanging sex leads to using

drugs because it is part of the lifestyle in their milieu and it makes it easier for the women

to exchange sex. Drug use leads to exchanging sex because the women need the money

or the drugs to support their habits and can easily turn to exchanging sex in order to

locate these resources.

A. Drugs as an Escape. Two women talked about how and why they first got involved in

drugs and the length of time they had been using them. I asked one participant about her

use of crack, which she had mentioned earlier in our interview:

J: What kinds of drugs do you use besides crack?

P: That’s it.

J: That’s it? How long have you used them?

P: All my life.

J: Really? How old were you the first time?

P: Thirteen.

J: Really? How did you get introduced to them?

P: Because my brother, he was doing it, and he and his girlfriend
introduced me to it.

J: What’d you think of it when you first did it?

P: I didn’t even like it. I didn’t like it and then I liked it.
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Another woman stated: “I started drugs when I was eleven to escape from getting

beat.” Later in the interview, she explained why she had chosen to use drugs recently: “I

think it was a relapse because of me and my girlfriend breaking up and her moving and

us trying to work it out and her being up there and me being down here.” At the end of

the interview, she again referred to this experience:

P: When I got high those two weeks, I was trying to hide my feelings from
losing my girlfriend, to getting on probation, and then I realized, what am
I doing? Because when I came down that night, everything was still there.
So I knew I had to deal with it.

J: Everything was still there? The problems?

P: All of my problems were still there. All of my feelings were still there. I
still sit here and cry. […] That’s what they’re doing, they’re hiding the
way they feel. And I think that if we have someone out there telling them
that you don’t have to do this, you don’t have to hide your feelings. Go to
detox, go to rehab, y’know, there’s housing all over the place for these
women, if they’re willing to get clean and stay clean.

Both of these women talked about how they first got involved in using drugs, and one

woman specifically attributed this use to not wanting to face the physical abuse and pain

she was feeling. The other woman had been involved in childhood sexual abuse, so her

drug use, although she did not like it at first, may also have been a vehicle to escape those

feelings associated with the experience of abuse. Using drugs as a way to mask pain and

problems was a prevalent theme throughout all of the interviews. The solution, as one

participant explained it, was to tell those who are exchanging sex and using drugs that

they do not have to do “this.” What “this” is is not immediately clear—it could refer to

using drugs or exchanging sex or both. But the underlying cause was drugs, and her

description of the solution involved no longer using drugs by going through
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detoxification, rehabilitation, and then finding housing—all of which were dependent on

continued abstinence from drugs.

B. Consequences. Two women stated they had stopped using drugs due to their fear of

losing what they had and the daily consequences of drug use. As one woman said:

P: It was like everybody was coming to my door wanting me to get high.
And then I had a friend of mine come over the other night and she was
like, “You can just do a rock with me. You can just do a rock with me.”
And it’s like “No, Linda. No, I can’t.” And I said, “You’ve got to go.”
And I sent her on her way. And I think I hurt her feelings. But its like, I’m
too strong. I just can’t do it. And I think of my house. I think of my
animals. Who’s going to take care of them? Who’s going to pay my rent?
And I’m looking at sixty days in jail if I mess up.

J: Because you’re on probation?

P: Yeah, and I’m not willing to do that. I’m too old. I’ve had my days of
partying and doing what I needed to do. I’m just not willing to do it.

Within this excerpt, the primary focus is on not using drugs because she is afraid

of losing her house and her animals. Later in the interview this woman referred again to

her reasons for not using drugs:

Jail doesn’t scare me. I’ve been there, done that. But what scares me is
that I don’t want to die, and I don’t want to lose what I have. Those two
little things are my favorite little things [referring to her animals]. […] I’m
doing it for myself, not because of probation and all that. Because I’ve
tried to do it for everybody else and all I’ve done is relapse.

Another woman also talked about why she stopped using drugs.

J: Why did you quit three days ago?

P: I got tired of waking up broke. I got tired of no food. I got tired of no
cigarettes, no nothing.

Later in the interview I asked:

J: Like when you were doing crack, does it change your day?
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P: Oh Lord, I became broke. I was drinking half a pint of gin and waking
up with a half a pint of gin lying next to me.

J: And doing crack, did you go to bed later?

P: Oh yeah. Once you do the first twenty or five or nickel or whatever, it’s
over.

The women also talked at length about how to break the addiction, and how this addiction

related to their daily life. My conversation with one woman went as follows:

J: Is it hard for you to not do it?

P: No.

J: No?

P: No. After three days its not.

J: Really? Is it hard the first day?

P: Its all up here [points to head]. It’s all up here in your head. It’s just like
if you turn around and you do something and you really, really want
something in life. You want something for I don’t know how long. You
turn around and you use your head. You know it? I can’t think of the word
I’m trying to say.

J: Determination?

P: Determination. You gotta put your foot down and say “You know
what? Is this what you’re going to do? Are these the consequences you
want to deal with? Do you want to become broke with no food, money, or
nothing?” It gets old.

Within these conversations, one woman is concerned about maintaining what she

has gained since no longer using drugs and exchanging sex, and one woman states that

she dislikes the consequences of using drugs because she becomes “broke” and has no
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money for basic needs. Their current state of living therefore encourages them to remain

abstinent from drugs.

8. Reasons for Not Exchanging Sex for Money or Drugs

Finally, as I argued in Chapter 4, the way that people describe the problem also

affects how they envision potential solutions. And although I did not ask the women how

they believe the “problem” should be solved, as I did not want them to assume that I

thought exchanging sex for money or drugs was a problem, I did analyze the reasons

these women stated for not exchanging sex for money or drugs. These reasons include 1)

Jail/Prison as Deterrent, 2) Relationships/Support, and 3) Violence.

A. Jail/Prison as Deterrent. Of the women I interviewed, one had never been arrested

for exchanging sex. One had been arrested four times for exchanging sex, at least once

for drugs, and had spent time in jail. The third had been arrested many, many times for

exchanging sex, once for drugs, and had spent time in jail for her arrests for exchanging

sex and time in prison for her drug charges.

All three women stated that fear of arrests and time in jail or prison was a primary

reason for no longer exchanging sex for money and drugs. In response to my question

“Have you ever been to jail for exchanging sex for drugs or money?” one participant

said:

P: Oh lord. Many times. Many times. But now they have it to the point
where they want to start sending us to prison.

J: I know.

P: And me, I’m not going back to prison for nothing. […].
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J: So you’re worried about getting caught?

P: Oh yeah. Oh yeah. Oh yeah. They have so many undercovers out here
right now it isn’t even funny. And not just getting the prostitutes. They’re
getting the crackheads. They’re getting all of them. And I’m not trying to
go back there. No way.

Later, in response to my question, “What made you stop doing it two months

ago?” she said: “Getting old and thinking about going to prison.”

And another woman stated:

P: And plus, the punishment now. First time I guess its ten days, and then
Julie, you might know Julie, silly girl. […] She does her six months, and
what does she do? She gets out and not even a week later she gets another
one. Not even a week.

J: She got busted again?

P: Again. And had to do six more months.

And, as stated by a participant when I asked her about how the penalties were

different now, she said:

P: See they never used to put you in jail. They’d give you a ticket and fine
you and that was it. Now when you get busted, you get to spend fifteen
days and then it goes up to thirty days and then it goes up to six months.

J: What’s the, why is that now? What’s the difference?

P: Because they’re trying to stop prostitution. They’re trying to stop the
women from being out there.

J: And they didn’t care before?

P: No, because the jails were overcrowded. They’re overcrowded now, but
it was just easier to give us a ticket, ten dollar ticket, and have us pay the
ticket.

J: So it wasn’t a big deal?
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P: Yeah, you’re looking at, what, thirty, forty years ago.

Here the fear of prison and jail is paramount, especially in light of the increased penalties

for each subsequent arrest. There is specifically a concern about undercover agents, who

could bring arrests both for exchanging sex and using drugs. And yet, although the

participant refers to the punishment as a deterrent, the threat of arrest and jail didn’t seem

to be a primary concern to Julie, the woman the participant told the story about,

especially since Julie had so recently been released from jail. Perhaps the reasons for

exchanging sex override the fear of arrests in certain circumstances.

B. Relationships/Support. In addition to the fear of spending time in jail or prison, the

other reasons these women gave for not exchanging sex for money or drugs was their

primary relationships and the support they received from social service agencies. As one

woman said: “And then I quit doing all that [drugs and exchanging sex for money or

drugs] because I was pregnant and stuff. And then I didn’t start getting back into drugs

until my daughter was three.” And another woman said: “I’m not going back to prison for

nothing. I mean, I have a good man. I’ve been with my man for [several] years now. He

takes care of me. Makes sure I eat. You know, I mean, we’re outside, but still he makes

[…] up for everything.” She went on to say: “I’m not trying to go back there [prison]. No

way. That’s why I go to Casa Segura […] because I feel safe. […].

J: And what does that do for you?

P: It encourages me. It encourages me. And then when I help other people
out too, I can go home with a good heart and a good head on my
shoulders.

J: And if you weren’t there, what would you be doing?
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P: Probably out there working the streets.

J: Looking for…

P: Getting drunk on the curb or something.

Here the women cite their primary relationships as reasons for not exchanging sex. One

woman, upon finding out she was pregnant, stopped exchanging sex and using drugs. The

assumption is that the health and life of her child was more important to her than her

lifestyle of using drugs and exchanging sex. She states that she got back into drugs when

her daughter was three, which probably resulted in her participation in exchanging sex.

The other woman talks about her fear of prison and her primary partner as reasons for not

exchanging sex. She says that even though they are homeless, her partner takes care of

her, and they have a relationship that is fulfilling. She also mentions the social service

agency that gives her encouragement to not exchange sex for money or drugs, which is

tied intrinsically to using drugs while providing a replacement for those activities.

C. Violence. Two women cited fear of violence as a reason for no longer exchanging sex

for money or drugs. One participant said: “There’s some people […], you can give them,

you’d better get that money up front, I’m telling you. Because I’ve been thrown out of a

vehicle. I just quit doing it.” And in response to my question about controlling the events

surrounding exchanging sex, another woman said:

I had to jump out of a car one time. This is when I totally quit doing
prostitution. I jumped out of the car, and this pimp wanted me, and I
wouldn’t let him get me, so I got in the car with these two guys, and they
wouldn’t let me out. Well, I reached through the bucket seat and went out
of the car backwards, and this leg got all twisted, my head was out like
this [gestures toward head]. And they took me to the hospital after they
took me to my house to pick up my best friend. Little did they know I had
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an eight ball on me [laughs], and I left the hospital and I went home and
got high.

Both of these women were involved in violent situations where they were either thrown

or had to jump from a moving vehicle. This scare and bodily harm led them to both quit

exchanging sex at the time. Drug use is again present in the second woman’s story—she

was happy that her drugs were not found, and she was able to go home and get high after

the incident.

9. Alternatives

A. Change. Change was a theme that emerged again and again, mostly in connection

with other women who were still exchanging sex for money or drugs. As one woman

said:

P: They’re not willing to change.

J: Oh.

P: They do the same thing. They like doing the same thing. And they don’t
have, they’re afraid to accept that if you want to change your life you’re
the only one who can change it. Nobody else can.

When I asked one of my participants to reflect on the interview process and questions,

she suggested that I ask a few more questions. She said:

P: What they would do to change their life?

J: What who would do?

P: What the women would do who were prostitutes. How would they
change their life if they had a chance? Would they be willing to stop doing
drugs if they could change their life?
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J: Would you answer those questions? I know you’ve already stopped
doing drugs.

P: How would I answer those questions? How would I change my life? I
would get help from the programs. I mean, how would I stop doing drugs?
I’d start going to meetings.

B. Help Others. Two women also emphasized how important it was for them to help and

be role models for others. As one said: “I talk to them [street workers] all the time like

that. And they know that I had a relapse and that I got back up on my feet. And they’re all

proud and stuff and they’re looking at me and saying, ‘If she can do it, I can do it.’ But

it’s all what they want.” She went on to say: “Because if it helps just one person, that

makes me feel better.” Another woman also discussed talking with other street workers:

“And then when I help other people out too, I can go home with a good heart and a good

head on my shoulders.”

C. A Better Life. In addition to the changes that need to be made, one woman

specifically emphasized that there was a “better life” available to these women. As we

continued to reflect on the interview, this woman said: “I’d been a prostitute, and I’ve

been through the drug scene, and I’m willing to share. I want people to know that there’s

a better life out there.” She went on to say: “I talk to them [other street workers]. I try to

get them off the streets and stuff, telling them that they’re better, they’re better than that.

That they don’t have to do that. They can get jobs; they can get free housing until they

get on their feet.”

Within this section, the women talk about the many different reasons they have

for not using drugs. These range from fear of arrests to losing what they have gained

since not using drugs. This loss is directly related to the daily consequences many of
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them face while using drugs—being broke and not able to provide for their basic needs.

They also discuss the things they have lost as a result of using drugs, such as jobs and

housing. In light of their statements about the hurtful consequences of drug use and their

desire to protect what they have gained, they talk about how others need to make a

“change,” which involves no longer using drugs. This change also consists of obtaining

help from social service agencies and support groups. They then relate this “change” to

“a better life,” which is better than the lives of those who are exchanging sex and using

drugs. They also argue that these women are “better than that,” implying again that the

women who are exchanging sex and using drugs are somehow inferior to those who are

not participating in these activities. The key to creating this better life lies in finding jobs

and gaining housing in addition to no longer using drugs—the primary focus is not on

exchanging sex, but rather on continuing to use drugs. And finally, these women feel

good about themselves when they are able to talk to and “help others” by offering

insights into how to attain this better life by no longer exchanging sex and using drugs.

10. Comparisons

A. Language. My participants used much of the same language as the police officers and

neighborhood association leaders. They did not use the terms exchange sex or sex worker,

but rather referred to these women as prostitutes, hos, whores, and at times, hookers. And

yet, as I stated in Chapter 4, it can not be assumed that each individual has thought about

the language or its political implications to the same degree—and this point also holds
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true with my participants. Just because they have participated in these activities does not

mean that they have considered the political implications of the language used.

The women did not directly address issues of stigma except when they talked

about the language used to identify women who exchange sex for money or drugs. And

yet, like the social service agents and activists, all of the women stated that they did not

like the words prostitute and whore, among others—especially when they were used in

reference to themselves. Being identified as such reflects the stigma they feel about

participating in these activities. My participants would agree with the social service agent

who said that using this term takes the subject of the conversation “down a notch from

everybody else.”

Social service agents argue the term prostitute is derogatory and offensive, as do

the women I interviewed. And one social service agent said that the term prostitute

“seems really popular, but hopefully it’s going out of favor.” This statement does not

seem consistent within my study, except when it comes to the activists and social service

agents. The neighborhood association leaders, police officers, and two of the street sex

workers used the term prostitute to talk about these women and their activities. This

social service agent said: “The outside world […] they use prostitute a lot, and I don’t

like it.” This statement holds true, as most of the “outside world,” which seems to imply

those who are not working with these women—and even those who are involved in the

punitive aspects associated with street sex work (neighborhood association leaders and

police officers)—use this word.
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It is interesting that my participants would continue to use these words to describe

others when they did not like them to be used to describe themselves while they were

participating in these activities. This contradiction may lie in the fact that two of the

women did not mind being identified by these words when they were exchanging sex, but

they did not like to be referred to them when they were not participating in these

activities. Only one woman said she did not like any of these words whether she was

participating in these activities or not. This woman was also the participant who was still

exchanging sex with one “regular” client, and she only used the word hoing in response

to my question about what she calls these activities. She did not use the word to describe

particular individuals.

In my interviews with public figures, I asked them how the women identify

themselves. One police officer said that they say “they date or they’re working.” He went

onto say that he “heard maybe one or two women refer to themselves as prostitutes.” One

social service agent said that these women “call themselves prostitutes because that’s

what the community calls them.” Contrary to the police officers’ statement, none of the

women I talked to referred to their activities as dating or working. They used the popular

terms hoing and prostitution, which seems to correlate with the social service agent’s

perspective. The police officer’s statement alludes to the naming in a verb tense, rather

than as a noun or an identity. “Dating” and “working” are activities in which these

women are involved. Using these words serves to describe their activities rather than their

identity as a person. These terms, although not used by the street workers I interviewed,

are more consistent with the terms sex worker and street sex worker.
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As I stated above, my participants never identified themselves or others by the

term sex worker. As one social service agent argues, the term sex worker implies an

empowered choice that is not made by the women working on the street. This statement

is consistent with my interviews with street workers because they do not see exchanging

sex as an empowered choice they are making—rather, it is something they do in order to

survive or to make quick and easy money to support their drug habits. In this way, my

participants are aligned with the neighborhood association leaders and police officers in

their language choices.

B. Representations of Men/Johns. Like the newspaper articles, my interviews focused

primarily on the women rather than the men/johns. The johns are depicted in much the

same ways in the newspaper articles as in my interviews with the women. In the

newspaper articles they are depicted as “lonely and unfulfilled, but essentially harmless

to both themselves and their community.” Except for the experiences the women discuss

where the men became violent, they describe them in much the same way. They are

depicted as wanting “company” and to “hang out” and do not even necessarily want to

have sex. The women also have a tendency to feel sorry for the men, which is similar to

the depiction in the newspaper articles.

Unlike all of the public figures, the street workers did not focus on the johns as a

central problem. Like the newspaper articles, my participants focused primarily on

themselves and what they needed to do to change their lives. They used words like

choice, change, and a better life. They did not discuss the men as a problem, except when

they became violent, and they did not talk about reducing demand for their services. They
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did not blame the men for their participation in these activities, and they do not hold the

men responsible for making some sort of change. In fact, these women obtained drugs

and money from these men. In this capacity, the men were assets, rather than the

liabilities they were portrayed as by other interests.

C. The Neighborhood and Its Residents. One of the central issues addressed by the

neighborhood association leaders and police officers was the neighborhood as a victim of

prostitution and other crimes. The neighborhood, as a victim or otherwise, was not

addressed by my participants. Only in one instance did a participant address the

neighborhood, and in this case she saw herself as a resident and a victim. She said it was

difficult to live in her neighborhood because there were so many people asking about and

using drugs. Within this conversation, she identified as a victim of her neighborhood

because the prevalence of drug use made it more difficult for her to maintain her

abstinence. Resident awareness and activities were not addressed in my interviews with

the women. I also did not ask these women if they lived in the neighborhoods in which

they worked. Throughout the interview, they all mentioned working in several different

locations and “walking” along the streets that were well known for these activities. I can

only assume that they too, at times, were residents of the neighborhoods in which they

worked.

An “Us versus Them” theme arose consistently in my discussions with

neighborhood association leaders. This same theme involved some contradictions in my

discussion with the street workers. For example, one participant stated that the women

participating in these activities should be treated with respect because they are still
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“human.” This statement works to dismantle the “Us versus Them” mentality by stating

that our humanity is not dependent on the activities in which we choose to participate.

And yet this same participant stated continuously that these women needed to “change”

in order to obtain “a better life.” These statements seem to align her with the

neighborhood association leaders, who also believe that some sort of change is needed—

specifically in terms of no longer using drugs and/or exchanging sex. Within this “Us

versus Them” analysis, it is important to note that the women participating in these

activities are often assumed to not be residents within the neighborhoods in which they

work. Therefore, resident awareness and activity is ascribed to an “Us” and those

participating in these activities are the “Them.” And yet making distinctions about

residents and non-residents is often inaccurate, as the women in many cases are residents

in the neighborhoods in which they work.

D. Health. The social service agents and activists were also primarily concerned about

the women’s health. One street worker specifically addressed the public health concerns

related to exchanging sex: “I don’t condone these women that are out here passing out

AIDS and stuff and don’t care. They are the ones I look down on.” The street worker also

mentioned their fear of sexually transmitted diseases and stated they used condoms

because they were afraid of contracting these diseases. And yet this concern wasn’t as

central as their fear of violence or arrests.

E. Violence/Safety. The social service agents and the activists largely defined the

problems associated with street sex work as related to the women’s safety. The women

did not necessarily focus on their safety as a central concern, but they did discuss the
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violence they had all been subject to as a result of exchanging sex for money or drugs.

All three mentioned they had several experiences with violent men, and one would not

talk about those experiences.

F. Abuse/Poverty/Neglect. The women did not define themselves as “victim[s] of

poverty and neglect” as one social service agent said, nor did they focus on poverty as

being a primary problem in relationship to their own choices about exchanging sex and

drug use—and yet they do address the issues of poverty and neglect in their lives. Two

women I interviewed talked about becoming involved in exchanging sex in order to

survive. One began exchanging sex at age fifteen because she had nowhere to live and

needed to support herself. Within a year she became involved in drugs. This issue speaks

to the general issues of abuse and poverty in which many children live. This woman

struggled to find a way to support herself when her parents and the foster-care system

failed her, and she turned to exchanging sex. This decision then led her into a lifestyle of

drugs and exchanging sex in order to support her drug habit. Another of my participants

began exchanging sex as a way to support her children after her husband died and she

was removed from her home. Rather than focusing on systemic poverty and neglect, the

women focused more on their own individual situations and choices.

Like the newspaper articles, the women are celebrated for no longer exchanging

sex. And as two of my participants explained, they both saw themselves as role models

because of this change. And yet, like the newspaper articles—these women do not

celebrate their own choices to begin exchanging sex, even when it was for survival. One

woman said she started exchanging sex because she needed to survive, another woman
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started in order to support herself and her children, and the third said she started

exchanging sex because she thought that was the way life was and she wanted affection

from men. Although they do not disparage their decisions, they do not emphasize that

they were making the best choice for them in a complex situation. This viewpoint may be

due to the fact that their choices led to or increased their drug use, which they ultimately

had to end or were currently struggling to end.

G. Victim Status. Unlike the newspaper articles, my participants did not speak about

themselves or others as “victims.” They did discuss their own “victim” status in

relationship to their experiences with physical and sexual abuse and due to violence they

had encountered while exchanging sex. While two of my participants discussed the

violence they had suffered while exchanging sex, they did not attempt to prosecute

through legal channels, but rather stopped exchanging sex for a long time as a result.

Two of my participants are aligned with the social service agents’ perspectives

that women who exchange sex need “help” by accessing and using their services,

although they did not refer to them as victims. These two women want to help others, as

the social service agents also state, and they see themselves as role models for women

who are still exchanging sex. They focus primarily on drug use and needing to change

those patterns in order to have a better life. Helping others also made two participants feel

good about themselves. As one participant said: “And then when I help other people out

too, I can go home with a good heart and a good head on my shoulders.”

H. The Problem. In the newspaper articles, the women were depicted as being dragged

under by drugs. This representation is somewhat consistent with my research participants
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because all of them had been deeply involved in drugs when they were exchanging sex.

Two out of three of the women were able to “break the cycle,” were no longer using

drugs on a regular basis, and had not used them regularly for years. This “success” story

in many ways mimics the women who are portrayed as breaking the cycle and becoming

role models for others in the newspaper articles.

Most of the public figures defined substance use as a central problem, and this

issue was also addressed by all of the women I interviewed. One participant explicitly

stated the problem was the drugs, while the other two discussed their own drug use as

reasons for exchanging sex and drug addiction as a central barrier to changing one’s

lifestyle.

Similar to the newspaper articles, the women I interviewed became involved in

exchanging sex in order to escape abusive lives as a way of survival or became involved

in using drugs to mentally escape feelings related to physical and/or sexual abuse, which

then led to exchanging sex. Their experiences also reflected those explored in the

newspaper articles where the women’s drug use escalates in order to provide a mental

escape from exchanging sex.

These discussions about drugs also reflects the statement made by a social service

agent, who said: “[…] the biggest problem is that they’re not coming to this decision to

exchange from a place of empowerment because frequently it’s to feed a need and not

necessarily one that they want.” My participants also identified as not choosing to

exchange sex, but rather being driven to it because they needed to support a drug habit.

These women do not look to the larger, systemic issues that might have encouraged or
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influenced them to begin using drugs. They take responsibility for their choices and

believe they are personally responsible for changing.

As one social service agent said, the community realizes that the central problem

related to exchanging sex is drug use, and therefore, the solutions can be found in “access

to substance abuse treatment.” This statement is consistent with my interviews with street

workers—who also see drug use and addiction as a primary cause for exchanging sex for

money or drugs. The social service agents and activists also talk about this access to

treatment as a way of “helping” these women. My participants also spoke in this way, as

they saw this access as a way of “getting help.” And yet how this “access” is obtained

differs based on the public figure’s occupation. The neighborhood association leaders and

police officers primarily define this access as occurring through arrests, which is not

consistent with my interviews with the street workers and other research. Arrest is often

not a gateway to services, in part because the services do not exist. Although my

participants argued this access to services is important, choosing to participate in these

programs is viewed as one of personal choice.

I. Arrests/Jail/Prison. Police activity and subsequent arrests were a central concern of

the neighborhood association leaders and police officers. And the fear of arrests and time

spent in jail or prison was a significant deterrent for the women participating in these

activities. One neighborhood association leader emphasized how they had to educate the

judges in order to increase the penalties for exchanging sex. These increased penalties

directly affected the women and their choices about whether to exchange sex for money
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or drugs. As I stated above, all of the women mentioned fear of jail or prison as a reason

they no longer exchanged sex for money or drugs.

Within the section on arrests, public figures expressed hope that through their

arrests the women would “get some help” from social service agencies and substance

abuse treatment programs. This explanation of help is directly related to drug use. And

although the women also wanted themselves and others to have access to social service

agencies and substance abuse treatment programs, they did not identify their arrests as the

vehicle through which they achieved this “help.”

J. Personal Responsibility and Change. The two women who advocated change also

accepted personal responsibility for their choices. This responsibility is consistent with

the narratives told in the newspaper articles. As one article stated: “It is up to them if they

want to change their lifestyle.” These same sentiments exist in my interviews with the

participants who advocate change. They say that they made the change for themselves,

not due to fear of jail or pressure from others, but because they wanted a different and

better life. One participant said that a person has to have determination: determined to

stop using drugs and determined to change one’s lifestyle. Although social service

agencies and family can offer support, ultimately the decision is up to the individual

woman—and this theme again emerges in two of my three interviews.

As the newspaper articles portrayed, two of the women I interviewed described

themselves as role models for others who are currently exchanging sex, even though one

of the women was still using drugs fairly regularly and chose to exchange sex based on

her drug use and her current financial situation. Both of these women expressed a need
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for others to “change” in order to achieve “a better life.” So even though one had not

completely changed her lifestyle, she still argued that this change was needed—primarily

by others who were still exchanging sex and using drugs. One woman who had also

stopped using drugs and exchanging sex except for her one regular client for over ten

years did not express the need for others to change and did not define herself as a role

model.

As one social service agent said: “There’s a segment of them, certainly, that’s

impacted them to believe ‘I have a personal character flaw and that’s why I do this.’”

This statement seems consistent with my interviews with street workers when they talk

about wanting to change and create a better life. This social service agent went on to say:

“It’s important for them not to relax themselves into that and believe that’s their truth. It’s

nice to be somebody that hopefully can remind them that you can change your truth

anytime you like.” This statement is also consistent with statements made in two of my

interviews. These women echo these statements by talking about making changes, being

determined, becoming role models for others, and creating a better life. Like this social

service agent, who likes being someone who can remind these women that they can

change their truth, two of the women I interviewed also like being someone who is a role

model for others and can encourage them to change and create a better life. This narrative

of change and helping others holds firm in the language of the social service agent and

the participants.

There is an assumption that exists in the newspaper articles, in my interviews with

public figures, and in two of my three interviews with street workers that some kind of
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change is needed. And the focus is primarily on the individual person to effect that

change. The women do not look at larger institutions of equality, poverty, abuse, and so

on, in considering where the change should occur. Neither of the women said that they

should have been better provided and cared for as children so that they would not have

been subjected to physical and sexual abuse. And neither of them said there should be

additional ways to support oneself other than exchanging sex. They tend to look at the

problem as personal, rather than systemic, and the responsibility is placed on them to

change and create a better life. This point is also reflected in the language surrounding

street sex workers, which further serves to place the responsibility on the individuals.

Using language including: In the newspaper article, “It is up to them if they want to

change their lifestyle,” in an interview with a social service agent, “There’s a segment of

them, certainly, that’s impacted them to believe ‘I have a personal character flaw,” and

when participants state they are “determined” to make the change “for themselves” and to

create “a different and better life.” All of these examples focus on the individual, and that

is where the responsibility continues to lie. Although personal responsibility is required

in order to create personal change, this perspective moves the focus from larger systemic

issues. As I stated in Chapter 3, “the focus […] is on the individual—individuals make

choices, individuals escape prostitution, individuals become role models for others and

ultimately provide hope, both for those who are still in prostitution and want to find their

way out and for the general community as a whole who wants to find solutions to

prostitution” (118). These statements defer the responsibility from the public to the

individual—which almost appears to blame the victim.
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This narrative of one who can change, achieve success, become a role model, and

help others is also prominent in the social service agents’ language and definition of

success. If a person believes in this narrative, then she is likely to place herself in it and

define herself according to it—which necessarily follows that women who exchange sex

need to change, and if one does change, is a role model for others. If one does not define

exchanging sex in this way, then she has less of a need to fit herself into this version of

“success.” Do the women embody this narrative because it is what they are taught

through social service agencies and in the general media, as is apparent in the newspaper

articles? This story is told again and again, and therefore it makes sense that the women

would also define themselves in this way.

K. Contradiction: Prostitution as a Human Activity versus the Need for Change.

Like many activists and sex workers who have argued that exchanging sex is profoundly

human because it has existed in so many forms for thousands of years, one of my

participants made this same argument. She not only said that it has existed for thousands

of years, but went on to state that exchanging sex should be legalized because these

women are providing a service that ultimately decreases the number of sexual assaults

and child sexual abuse that would occur if men could not purchase these services. And

yet this woman and another participant also argued that the women who are participating

in these activities need to “change,” stop using drugs, and create “a better life.” A

contradiction exists in the street workers’ language, their experiences, and their feelings

about the language used. They criticize the public perception of street sex work as “dirty”
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and complain that the public has a tendency to “look down” on these women, and yet

they say they feel “dirty” and “nasty” when they participate in these activities.

The assumption that these women need to change also correlates with their

description of the public perception that there is something wrong with what these

women are doing. They each state there is nothing wrong with it—it is each individual’s

choice—and yet none of them were currently choosing to participate in these activities.

This same contradiction was present in one participant’s statement that women

participating in these activities should be treated with respect because they are still

“human,” and yet this participant’s language creates an “Us versus Them” scenario

similar to the neighborhood association leaders because these women need to change in

order to achieve a better life. Perhaps an explanation for these contradictions lies in the

women’s current place in society. If a woman chooses to exchange sex, she should be

able to. And yet, due to their dislike of the experiences, the drug use, and the

consequences of this lifestyle, these women no longer exchanged sex. Based on their own

choice, they hoped that others would also change in order to realize a better existence.

11. Ideological Analysis

The street workers are most clearly aligned with the neighborhood association

leaders and police officers in the language they choose to use to talk about exchanging

sex for money or drugs, but they are also clearly aligned with the social service agents

and activists in their feelings that certain words, such as prostitute and whore, are

dehumanizing and offensive.
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The men/johns are represented in similar ways throughout the newspaper articles

and in my interviews with street workers. The public figures emphasized their concern

about the men and see them as a primary problem, and yet they spend the majority of the

time during the interviews discussing the women and the problems associated with the

exchange of sex for money or drugs. The street workers are not concerned about the men

or the demand side and do not see the men as being responsible for or required to change.

All three of my research sites focus primarily on the women and their need for

change. This change is addressed explicitly in the newspaper articles, and this theme

reverberates throughout almost all of my interviews with public figures and street

workers. Everyone’s focus, including the street workers themselves, is on the individual

women and the changes they need to make in order to achieve a better life. The way these

changes are accessed is a point of discrepancy, as the neighborhood association leaders

and police officers argue these changes occur through arrests and thereby subsequent

access to treatment and social service agencies, whereas the women see this change as

occurring based on their own personal choices. What is clear is that the woman is the

focus rather than the men or the larger systems of poverty, violence, abuse, and socio-

economic inequity.

All three sites clearly define the central problem as substance abuse. The sources

of this drug use are mentioned in the newspaper articles and in the interviews with public

figures, and yet these roots are made more palpable through the interviews with the

women. These women clearly explain that they encountered systemic abuse and violence
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that led them to use drugs to escape from the pain and make it easier to exchange sex.

This cycle then led to increased exchanges of sex and drug use.

When I began this study, I thought I would find, primarily through my interviews

with the street workers, that the central problem was not rooted in drug use. My study

centered on the women who exchange sex for money or drugs, and yet I soon found that

the exchanges of sex were more of an afterthought for most of these women, while the

drugs were the primary concern. Once the women stopped using drugs and gained some

distance from these activities, they presented exchanging sex and drug use as separate

entities, perhaps due to the way my questions were worded and presented. While they

were engaged in exchanging sex and using drugs, the two were irrevocably intertwined,

with the drugs as the focal point and the exchanges of sex as a means to an end. These

women would not say they were “choosing” to exchange sex as a lifestyle or an

occupation. Within this statement I do not mean to imply the women were being forced to

participate in these acts. They did choose, but the underlying motivation was to maintain

their drug use, which was apparently rooted in previous and current emotional, physical,

and/or mental pain.

The above analysis led me to believe I had been mistaken in my initial premise

and that the central problem was drug use. And yet just because drug use is rampant and

is a dominant factor in the sex workers’ stated primary motivation does not mean that

drugs are in fact the root cause. This conclusion may reveal how ubiquitous ideology can

be: people in the United States are routinely encouraged to believe that their successes

and failures are the result of personal choices rather than of complex factors largely
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dictated by a global transnational capitalist system. In making this statement, I do not

mean to imply that the women I interviewed are deluded victims of the insidious system

and are not aware of what they are saying and feeling, but rather that ideology is

powerful, and an ideology of personal responsibility is emphasized in the language

surrounding street sex work.

This description of the problem then leads me to question what options or choices

are available to the women and how they, in turn, view these options or choices. As was

stated explicitly through all three sites of research—the primary option is for the women

to take personal responsibility for their actions and situations and to make a change. And

this change largely occurs through substance abuse treatment and aid from social service

agencies. How this treatment is accessed is still a point of contention. The neighborhood

association leaders and police officers state that street workers access treatment through

their arrests; the social service agents argue they achieve this access through the services

they provide; and the women identify their own personal decisions and determination as

their means of accessing treatment. Although they know that substance abuse treatment

and social service agencies are available to them, their primary obstacle is making the

decision to create a different and “better” life for themselves, taking the necessary steps

to achieve this change, and then maintaining this change through their emotional pain and

the peer pressure exerted by friends and the neighborhoods in which many of them live.

And all of the above must be achieved in a society that is quite inhospitable to people

living in these conditions—the conditions that society itself has often created.
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If the woman is already a “victim” of poverty, neglect, abuse, and drug use, why

penalize her further in order to try to move her into the treatment system? Accessing

treatment programs and social service agencies through arrests serves to “blame the

victim.” In all cases, the women disliked the police, felt they were not fairly represented,

and had very few resources when dealing with the judicial system. Although all three of

the women stated it was a deterrent, one of the women had been arrested an estimated

“forty or fifty times” and continued to exchange sex in light of her fear of going to prison.

In no case did the women state the reason they accessed help and decided to change their

lifestyle was due to arrests, rather they all stated they stopped using drugs and

exchanging sex due to personal choices related to their desires and the responsibility they

took for their lives. Based on my findings, it appears criminalization and social and

personal stigma are forces that break the cycle of violence. And yet this theory reveals

that society and the judicial system in particular sustain an ideology of personal choice

and responsibility. Perhaps the root causes of physical, sexual, and emotional abuse

combined with the stigmatized and criminalized power of addiction encourage the cycle

of violence and pain.

All three of my research sites placed the responsibility for these women’s choices

and their current situations on the women themselves. All three layers—the newspaper

articles, public figures, and the women themselves, see their choices as being

individual—both in choosing to exchange sex and choosing to end the cycle of sex and

drug use. And yet this focus on the individual does not prevent these situations from

occurring in the first place. Society allows for and even creates systems that violate
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children, women, and men, and this violation continues as people move away from

“legitimate” employment into cycles of drug use and addiction. After participating in

these cycles of abuse, violence, and escape, society then asks these women to take

responsibility for themselves, change their lives, and create better ones. The individual is

responsible for this change when she is now in a situation where she perhaps has lost her

family, her children, her friends, her home, her job, and virtually every other form of

support that might help her make such a difficult transformation.

A certain amount of individual responsibility is required in order for a person to

achieve a life that she can feel good about, but when systemic issues related to poverty

and violence are at the root of many of the choices this individual has made, it is unfair to

simply place the personal responsibility on the shoulders of this woman and hope that she

can find the strength and means to change. These women are fighting constant battles—

which they frequently lose—to do the right thing for themselves and their loved ones in

the face of nearly insurmountable challenges. Hence, the hero status ascribed to the one

who changes her life by those who know all too well how difficult it is to kick the drugs,

alcohol, and life on the street. Can a strong woman make a choice to escape the sex and

drug lifestyle? Yes. Will she be successful? The odds are very much against it, no matter

how determined she might be, because there are so many countervailing forces working

against her. The ideology of personal choice and responsibility serves to further isolate

the individual who has already been wronged by the injustices of society.

Placing the responsibility on the individual removes it from the realm of society,

allowing the general public to “blame” the women and shirk their own responsibility in
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“creating” these individuals and their related circumstances. By not taking responsibility

for the conditions in which these women grew up and lived, the cause of the “problem”

still exists and is therefore not prevented; rather punitive measures and social service

agencies are created to empower these women to “change.” These institutions also make

it easier for the general public to look for the change to occur on an individual basis

rather than on a societal level where each person takes responsibility for creating this

change.

The series continues: An individual experiences pain, wants to escape, turns to

drugs, and exchanges sex for money or drugs; Society places the responsibility for this

circumstance on the individual and looks to the individual for the source of change; The

individual struggles to change; Systemic support for this change is lacking or nonexistent;

Perhaps the cycle of drug use and sex continue; If the individual changes, the individual

and support systems are praised; Society does not address the origins of the abuse and

violence and they are therefore allowed to continue; More individuals experience pain

and begin the sex and drug cycle. The cycles of personal responsibility and societal

indifference and ignorance are mutually reinforced and maintained.

12. Alternative Ways of Speaking and Thinking about the Exchange of Sex for

Money or Drugs

In order to envision alternative ways of speaking and thinking about exchanging

sex for money or drugs, society’s responsibility for systemic violence and injustice must

be addressed. This responsibility lies in language choices, which are reflected in how the
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problems and solutions are constructed. The ideologies of personal responsibility and

societal indifference and ignorance are also established in this language. I offer the

following suggestions as a way to begin modifying the discourse and ideologies

surrounding the exchange of sex for money or drugs.

1) The words prostitute and whore should not be used to talk about women, men, and

other gendered individuals who participate in these activities. Rather, a description of the

actions should be used, and the person participating in these activities should be asked

how they want their actions to be identified. As an alternative, and as I have tried to

accomplish in this research, the terms women who exchange sex or street sex worker

should be used. Although the term street sex worker offers legitimacy and implies a

choice that may not exist, erring on the side of choice and legitimacy is preferable to the

lack of agency and dehumanization associated with the word prostitute.

2) More research needs to focus on the men and how they represent themselves and these

activities. It would also be useful to focus on the needs and desires of these men and how

they see the exchange of sex fulfilling them. The men should not be the primary focus in

terms of deterrence or change. Rather, there should be less of a focus on criminalization

and stigma and more on the needs and desires that lead individuals to participate in these

activities.

3) A shift in focus needs to occur from the individual women to an emphasis on the

systemic inequalities, poverty, and abuse that compel people to use drugs and exchange

sex. Although individuals have to take responsibility for their actions and lives, more
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attention needs to be placed on the systems that have failed individuals prior to their

choosing drugs and sex.

4) More emphasis needs to be placed on addressing systemic injustices, poverty, and

abuse in order to prevent individuals from feeling these choices are the only ones

available to them. Rather than placing the blame and responsibility on the women after

these choices have been made, the general public needs to take responsibility for the

environment in which these choices are seen as the only viable option.

5) Rather than focusing solely on substance abuse as an individual problem, the general

public and those with expertise in this area need to focus on the underlying motivations

that lead to this abuse. And rather than focusing on detoxification and rehabilitation

alone, the underlying issues of violence and abuse must be addressed.

6) The role overarching systems play in creating this violence and abuse that leads to

drug abuse must also be addressed. Taking responsibility for the community members

and society’s role in these systems of violence and abuse is a beginning.

7) The criminalization and stigma associated with both drug use and exchanging sex

reinforces the cycle of violence and pain. Arresting women in order to provide them with

access to substance abuse treatment is not the best course of action and should not be the

priority. Although currently these activities are illegal, rather than further penalizing

those participating in these activities, the focus should be on addressing systemic

violence and the individual’s needs.

8) Although this study does not address those people who exchange sex for money as

their chosen occupation, it is important to note that there are people who make this
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choice. Making the women on the street who choose to exchange sex for money or drugs

the sole reference point regarding the exchange of sex for money is irresponsible because

it does not take into consideration unique individual needs, priorities, and talents. The sex

industry is comprised of varied and multiple occupations and roles, and those women

who do not identify as sex workers and do not identify as choosing this occupation, along

with the related societal problems, should not speak for those people who do.

13. Additional Research

The following research will strengthen this initial study and provide for fuller

analysis and a broader understanding of the issues related to the exchange of sex for

money or drugs. Incorporating interviews with the men who purchase sex on the street

would allow for a more complicated and in-depth analysis of both the representations of

the women/prostitutes and the men/johns. Finding and interviewing women for

interviews outside of my position in a social service agency would help to guard against

my participants speaking in a particular way because they believe that is what I want to

hear as a representative of a social service agency. The issue of change should also be

addressed, which could be explored through the following questions: What if the women

do not change or do not want to change? Is this change necessary? What are the

advantages and disadvantages of defining oneself according to the “change, achieve

success, become a role model, and help others” narrative? A contradiction of “humanity”

versus “change” was present in two of my interviews with street workers—both woman

said there was nothing inherently wrong with exchanging sex but then stated that those
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who were exchanging sex needed to change and create a better life for themselves.

Pursing this contradiction further in my subsequent interviews will help to elucidate the

complicated dynamics and beliefs. Interviewing women who are currently exchanging

sex will add to my knowledge about how people understand this “change.”

14. Conclusion

Examining the language surrounding the exchange of sex for money or drugs

reveals a powerful rhetorical situation. Street sex workers and the people who judge them

live out a range of contradictory experiences about the nature and implications of these

activities. Street workers want respect even though they tend to be ashamed of

themselves, while the public and civil officials express moral outrage at prostitution

while privately supporting it either directly (frequenting sex workers) or indirectly (being

titillated by prostitutes depicted on television, movies, or in pornography). This

discursive and ideological complexity illustrates why sex work is so difficult to address

locally, nationally, and globally. It is simultaneously good and bad, moral and immoral,

liberating and enslaving, and empowering and humiliating. Examining the rhetorical

constructions and interactions and their related effects on policy elucidates the discursive

complexity that exists in meaning-making systems. This analysis also offers an

explanation of how constructions can be made differently in order to achieve

representations that are generated by the marginalized populations themselves, while

placing responsibility for this marginalization on the society in which these people live.
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APPENDIX A

Recruitment Flier
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APPENDIX B

Term and Cluster Searches and the
Number of Times Terms and Clusters Were Found

Term Number
prostitute 228
prostitution 539
prostitutes 360

1127

sex work 13
sex worker 30
sex workers 63

106

whore 12
whores 4

16

ho 6

hooker 10
hookers 50

60

arrest 97
arrests 108
arresting 16
arrested 228

449

victim 144
victims 92
victimized 1
victimize 0
victimizing 1

238

drug 747
drugs 303
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1050

HIV 110
AIDS 68

178

sexually transmitted 16
sexually-transmitted 1
sexually transmitting 0
sexually-transmitting 0

17

needle 16
needles 30

46

poor 36
poverty 29

65

gang 98
gangs 34

132

crime 734
crimes 195
criminal 191
criminals 64

1184

neighborhood 992
neighborhoods 230

1222

clean 103
cleaning 27

130

community 535
community’s 13

548
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fix 30
fixing 6

36

help 346
helping 40

386

violence 132
violent 136

268

exploit 0
exploiting 1
exploited 1

2

save 22
saving 7
saved 11

40

rescue 2

resident 88
residents 515

603

police 1431
policing 19
policed 0
cop 31
cops 77

1558

bar 99
bars 39

138

john 16
johns 65

81
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sex 439
sexy 7

446

disease 56
diseases 22
diseased 0

78

Jail 209
behind bars 18
jailed 7

234

bad 87

dirty 18

substance 51

molest 0
molested 10
molesting 7
molester 0

17

Clusters Number
drugs and prostitution 21
prostitution and drug 15
dealing and prostitution 13
drug and prostitution 12
drugs, prostitution 12
prostitution, drug 7
prostitution and drugs 6
dealing, prostitution 5
drug offenses, prostitution 2
drug use and prostitution 2
drug use, prostitution 2
drugs or prostitution 2
drugs with a prostitute 2
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dealers and prostitutes 17
prostitutes and drug 14
drug dealers, prostitutes 6
prostitutes, drug 5
addicts and prostitutes 3
drugs and prostitutes 3
drugs or prostitutes 2
junkies, prostitutes 2
prostitutes and pushers 2
prostitutes, narcotics 2

157
Crime
prostitution and other crimes 6
crime, prostitution 5
other crimes like prostitution 2
prostitution and crime 2
prostitution or other crimes 2
crime and prostitution 3

20

Crime/Violence
violent crime 45
Violent crime 7
Violent-crime 7
violent crimes 23

82

crime rate 26
reduce crime 17
crime rates 14
crime-free 14
reducing crime 12
fight crime 11
crime prevention 10
crime-fighting 10
property crime 10
Crime free 8
fighting crime 8
against crime 7
crime statistics 7
crime-ridden 7
serious crime 7
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high-crime 6
more crime 6
prevent crime 6
crime victims 5
crime area 4
crime problems 4
cut crime 4
area’s crime 3
anti-crime 3
crime fighting 3
crime in the neighborhood 3
crime is committed 3
crime problem 3
crime scene 3
crime scenes 3
crime-plagued 3
neighborhood crime 3
Property crime 3
reduced crime 3
highest crime 3
Jemez crime 3

245

clean up 32
clean-up 2

34

to help 128

Violence
domestic violence 48
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APPENDIX C

Public Figure Sample Interview Guide

Listening to the Language of Sex Workers – Public Figures

[Not all questions will be asked for each participant. They will vary based on the
individual’s position, experience, and expertise.]

Introduction to Participant: Within my study, I am focusing primarily on prostitutes (or
their word). My questions will be limited to that area of information. If you aren’t
referring to this area, please try to let me know, so as to better understand your answers.

Please also avoid mentioning specific names, especially in relation to illegal behavior. If
you do mention names, they will be deleted from the tape and transcript.

Work/Position Information:
What type of organization do you work for?
What is your position?
How long have you been in this position?
What other positions have you held that are related to the work you do in this position?
How long were you in these other positions?
What do you consider are your areas of expertise?

Sex Work Questions:
System
What is your role within the system?
What are the most important issues that need to be addressed and/or dealt with as related
to prostitution (again, use the words they use)?
Related questions based on these issues.
What relationship exists between the police and sex workers?
Are there community organizations for sex workers?
What kind of work do they do?

Perception
Who are these women?
How do you describe them?
Age/gender/ethnicity/sexuality/other?
What is the public perception of sex workers?
What is your perception of these women?
Are there primary differences in the two?
If so, based on what?
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Logistics
Where do most sex workers work? Are they stable or transient?
What hours do they work?
Do these women have other jobs in addition to sex work?
Do sex workers cross borders to find clients?
How many sex workers are in this city (limited to street prostitutes)?
Do most sex workers have pimps or do they work for themselves?
What percentage would you guess?
If arrested, do police identify if they’re underage?
Are you trained in the area of sex/labor trafficking?
Do you know if there are separate laws for forced prostitution?
Do you assume they are choosing to be prostitutes?
If the prostitute is not a legal citizen, do you assume she is choosing to be a prostitute?
How many partners a week do sex workers have?
What do they charge per session?
What do they charge per night?
Do sex workers report STDs/infection?
Where do they go for treatment?
Do sex workers use condoms?
Who are the major clients of sex workers?
Are the clients primarily local?
Where do clients find sex workers?
What do clients pay per session?
What do clients pay per night?
Do clients report sexually transmitted infections?
Where do they go for treatment?
Do clients use condoms?
Other demographics?

Related Organizations and People
I would like to ask you about other organizations and people you work with in this area in
order to interview them, with their consent. If, for any reason, you believe a person might
be involved in any illegal activities, it would be best for you to contact them directly and
then have them contact me if they are interested in participating, in order to preserve their
confidentiality. If you have participants you are willing to contact for me, in order to
preserve their confidentiality, I would greatly appreciate it.

Who are the experts in your field?
Who are the informal leaders?
Most experienced/knowledgeable members?
Who else do you work with?
Would any of the above be willing to talk to me?
Should I contact them directly or would you rather contact them for me?
Are there other organizations I should contact?
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Can you recommend specific individuals within them who might be willing to talk to me?
Do you have access to prostitutes?
Would you be willing to talk to them about my study and ask them to contact me if
they’re interested?

Final Questions
Are there additional things I should be considering in my research? What am I leaving
out?
Do you have any additional questions about my research?
Anything you’d like to add?
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APPENDIX D

Street Worker Sample Interview Guide

Performing Sex Acts for Money, Drugs, or Other Personal Gain

Introduction to Participant: Please avoid mentioning specific names, especially in relation
to illegal behavior. If you do mention names, they will be deleted from the tape and
transcript.

Please turn off your cell phone so that I don’t accidentally overhear any conversation that
might involve illegal activity.

In response to all of my questions, please refer to your recollection of the conversations
and interactions you have had when you have engaged in the process of contacting
persons in order to perform sex acts for money, drugs, etc.

I am going to be asking you questions about your life. Many times I’ll ask you to walk
me through a typical event or interaction. If at any time I ask a question you don’t feel
comfortable answering, just tell me. You don’t have to answer anything you don’t want
to. I appreciate your honesty and your willingness to talk with me.

General Information:
How would you describe your ethnicity or race?
How old are you?
Do you live in Tucson?
How long have you lived in Tucson?
Where do you live?
How long have you lived there?
Where are you from?
Parents? Questions regarding parents’ economic status.
Education level of parents?
Ethnicity of parents?
Other?

Work Information:
Do you work?
Where?
How would you describe the work that you do?
How long have you been doing this work?

Education:
What is the highest level of education you’ve completed?
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What barriers did you encounter to finishing certain levels of education? High school,
college?
Are you interested in gaining more education?
If so, in what area?

Perception
Tell me about a typical day in your life. Walk me through it. How would you describe
your experience?

What do you think of women who participate in sex acts for money or drugs?
What do you call this?
What do others call this?
What is the public perception of women who participate in sex acts for money or drugs?
How is your perception different?
Do you have friends who participate in sex acts for money or drugs?
How are their lives similar or different from yours?

Logistics
How often do you participate in sex acts for money or drugs?
What affects how often you do or do not do this?
How does it work? Walk me through a typical interaction.
What affects how much money or drugs you receive for participating in sex acts?

Material Conditions
Tell me about your social status? Who looks up to you? Who looks down on you? What
affects your social status?
How do you decide when you will participate in sex acts for money or drugs? Do you
have any choice?
What else affects this decision?
Do you control where it happens, if condoms are worn, etc.?
Walk me through a typical interaction in terms of who controls or is in charge of what.
Do you compete with others? Who?
When did you first participate in a sex act for money or drugs?
How did this begin?
How would you describe your feelings or attitudes toward participating in sex acts for
money or drugs?
What do you like about participating in sex acts for money or drugs?
What do you dislike about participating in sex acts for money or drugs?
Have you ever been arrested? How many times?
Walk me through a typical arrest.
Do you use drugs?
What kind?
How often do you use drugs?
What do you think about your exposure to HIV and other STDs?
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What do you think about the police and other people in the community in terms of sex
work?
Who are you afraid of? What makes you afraid? Are you afraid of anybody?
Who do you trust? What makes you trust them?

The Language of Others
In my interviews with other people, I have asked them about the language they use to talk
about exchanging sex for money or drugs. Some of the words they use are prostitute,
hooker, women who exchange sex for money or drugs, sex worker, etc.

Are there any other words you would like to add to this list?
What do you think about these words? How do you feel about these words/terms?

Are there particular words you identify with more than others?
Are there particular words that offend you? If so, can you tell me more about that?
What words would you prefer people use when talking about exchanging sex for money
or drugs?

Do you think people should be concerned about women exchanging sex for money or
drugs?
What should the public be concerned about, if anything?

How do you feel about the public perception of women who exchange sex for money or
drugs?
How would you like this perception to be different?
What do you think could be done to make this perception different?
Do you do anything to try to make people think about these issues differently? If so, will
you tell me about it?

Others
Are there others you think might be interested in talking with me? Please don’t tell me
their names.
What makes you think I should talk to this person?
Would you be willing to contact them and have them get in touch with me if they’re
interested?

This Interview
What made you decide to participate in this interview?
How did you feel about doing it? What were you concerned about prior to the interview?
Were there aspects that bothered you? If so, what?
Were there aspects you liked? If so, what?
Did this interview make you feel as if you were performing for money?
How might I have done this interview differently?
How would you change it if you were interviewing others?
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What questions would you ask that I didn’t? Are there additional things you would like to
know?

Final Questions
Are there other things I should be considering in my research? What am I leaving out or
missing?
Do you have any additional questions about my research?
Anything else you’d like to add? Is there anything about your personal experience that
you would like to add?
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APPENDIX E

Chapter 5 References to the
Central Issues Addressed in Chapters 3 and 4

Chapter 3

Representations of Prostitutes and Johns

A. Relationship Status. Am not able to deal with completely due to space constraints, but
address briefly in Personal and Public Perceptions of Exchanging Sex for Money or
Drugs.

B. Reasons for Participating in Prostitution. See Personal and Public Perceptions of
Exchanging Sex for Money or Drugs.

C. Length of Time Participating in Prostitution. Am not able to deal with completely due
to space constraints, but address in Personal and Public Perceptions of Exchanging Sex
for Money or Drugs.

D. Length of Time using Drugs and Treatment for Drug Addiction. See 1) The Problem
and 2) Drug Use.

E. Length of Time and Cause for Jail/Incarceration. See Jail/Prison as Deterrent.

F. Physical or Sexual Assault Status. See 1) Personal and Public Perceptions of
Exchanging Sex for Money or Drugs and 2) Reasons for Not Exchanging Sex for Money
or Drugs.

G. Physical Descriptions of the Interviewee. Did not include in my study.

H. Representations of Johns. See Representations of Prostitutes and Johns:
Representations of Johns.

I. Personal Choice/Responsibility as a Solution. See Alternatives.

Chapter 4

A. The Language Surrounding Street Sex Work. See Participant’s Language.

B. Description of the Problems Related to Prostitution/Street Sex Work and Their
Implied Solutions. See 1) The Problem and 2) Drug Use.
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C. Who is the Victim: The Neighborhood or the Women? I did not deal with the “victim”
status of either the neighborhood or the women directly in my interviews. See 1) The
Problem, 2) Drug Use, and 3) Reasons for Not Exchanging Sex for Money or Drugs.

D. Drugs, Violence and Crime. See 1) Drug Use and 2) Reasons for Not Exchanging Sex
for Money or Drugs—Violence.

E. Arrests. See Reasons for Not Exchanging Sex for Money or Drugs—Jail/Prison as
Deterrent.

F. Us versus Them. Personal and Public Perceptions of Exchanging Sex for Money or
Drugs.

G. The Women: Safety. See Reasons for Not Exchanging Sex for Money or Drugs—
Violence

H. The Women: Health. See 1) Drug Use and 2) Reasons for Not Exchanging Sex—
Violence.

I. Substance Use and Abuse. See Drug Use.

J. Stigma. See 1) Personal and Public Perceptions of Exchanging Sex for Money or Drugs
and 2) Participants’ Language.

K. The Johns. See Representations of Prostitutes and Johns: Representations of Johns.
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