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gloved hand, carefully holding a champagne flute. My beaded purse is
tucked carefully into the couch at my side. I cross my legs. I hear myself
laugh rightly at one of his jokes and think, I could be anyone. Instead of
length, I experience myself as bounty. Cornucopia. The world is full of
possibilities, endless opportunities. I feel a strong, sudden emotion for
James, for the comforting strangeness of our relationship.

When the two hours are up, a tuxedoed bouncer conies to find me
"You're on main stage in two songs," he tells me.

James looks sad for a moment and I hope that he will buy another
hour so that I don't have to return to the floor. Then he stands up and
straightens his jacket and I know that he is leaving. I give him a quick
hug and he slips another bill into my hand. I don't even look at ijl
because it is always a twenty.

"Have a great flight tomorrow," I say.
"I'll call when I get back," he tells me, and heads quickly for the front

doors. Sometimes, I sense that this is the moment that he pays the most
highly for.

And then I am back on in the thick of it, a Saturday night on the floor.
Hey, baby, I want a dance, here come here is that a prom dress or something
will you go home with me is that your real name?

Chapter Three

Just Trying to Relax:

Masculinity, Touristic Practice,

and the Idiosyncrasies of Power

I could provide a place "where men who faced the increasing stresses of the late

twentieth century could escape for a few hours. A place where choices and

options are dear-cut, a place where "feminism" was a dirty word, a place

where a man could be a man . . . And I knew those men would leave the club

each night perfectly content without having had a physical union with the

women. For the most part, my clientele were married. They were not as much

interested in the physical act as in the mental exercise. This club would be safe

for them. They would not catch AIDS, and they could honestly say they were

there to watch the ball games . . . the women would be an added attraction.

The women would make them feel like the hotshots they knew they were.

—Jay Bildstein (1996: 22, 42), creator of Scores, an upscale gentlemen's club in

New York City

This chapter focuses on the male customers' spoken motives for visiting
strip clubs, as well as on the relationship of these motives to discourses
of masculinity, contemporary forms of touristic practice, and social
privilege or power. The focus here is specifically on the men's talk about
their practices. There are, of course, nonverbalized, or less conscious,
"elements of their experiences that are explored in more depth in the
following chapters. Human motivations are not immediately trans-
parent or simply a matter of rationally selecting-^rom the choices pre-
sented to us in the social realm, and the customers' visits become
meaningful, in part, within a context of competing cultural discourses
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about gender, sexuality, and consumption that must be explored. As
individuals are positioned differently in relation to such discourses, and
as individuals create their own gendered meanings out of situations and
interactions (Chodorow 1999), not every man is likely to find strip clubs
pleasurable, relaxing, or rewarding. This chapter also examines the
men's subjective understandings of gendered power and privilege, and
argues that although customers' motivations are indeed related to exist-
ing power structures and inequalities, their visits are not necessarily
experienced as exercises in acquiring or wielding power.

Why Men Become and Remain Customers

Why are some men loyal customers of strip clubs while others find
them boring or are contemptuous of their very existence? Significantly,
not one man I interviewed said that he went to the clubs for specifically
sexual release, even in the form of masturbation at a later time. This may
be because the Laurelton sex industry is quite large and varied, and men
who wanted sexual contact or release had many other venues to choose
from in the area. Those few men who did enter the Laurelton clubs
expecting sexual release "were generally from out of the country or were
unfamiliar with the different sectors of the sex industry. That this was
not among the main motivations listed is in some "ways also specific to
Laurelton, for lap dancing and close contact is prohibited in conjunction
with the combination of alcohol and full nudity.1 In other geographic
locations, it is likely that different legal regulations will shape custom-
ers' motivations somewhat. This does not mean that sexual acts did not
sometimes occur in the clubs, however, or that some men did not desire
to purchase sexual intimacies from dancers outside of the clubs for one
reason or another. This is also not to say that interactions with dancers
were not sexual in certain respects—some men did describe table dances
as "sexual" experiences and found their fantasizing to be exciting and
sometimes quite transgressive. »

Most men I spoke with, however, also realized that sexual activity
"was available in other venues of the industry and were explicit about
their knowledge of this fact. As Joe said, "It's not a place to go find)
somebody if you're trying to get sex! You might as "well go someplace
where you can get sex. There's plenty of them around." Similarly, Ste-
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ven said, "The bottom line is if you want to get laid, I know where and
how and when to get laid." Regular customers often laughed at young,
inexperienced, or foreign men "who thought that sex was part of the deal
being struck between dancers and the customers. As Roger said, "If
you're a guy out looking to get a woman, you know, going to the club is
passively entertaining for a while but it's not the best way to go out and
get laid! It's probably the worst way to do it." Qtherjnen_pomted,,Qut
&

that the fantasyjwjis_sjgj2i£^rr^^

ter. Jack said, "Ninety-nine percent of sexuality is in your head . . . a
mind fuck can be better than an actual one."

Instead, by far the most prevalent (and usually the first given) spoken
motivation of the interviewees for visiting strip clubs was a desire to
relax. Nearly every man I spoke with gave this response in some form or
another:

I go there to relax and have a good time, get my mind off of work. It does
all those things. (Tim)

It's a business. Where people can just come in and let their hair down, so
to speak, and relax. (Herb)

It's definitely more of a relaxing thing than anything. (William)

I could quote many others. In fact, I heard this off-hand response so
many times, from men I interviewed and men I interacted with, that I
specifically began to focus on why exactly the men felt that going to a
strip club "was relaxing. The reas^oj3^_giy£rjLJelL,^ener,aIb^Jnt£ms£Y£ral
different categories: a strip club provided entertainment and leisure,
arratmospfiere different from both "work and home, a reljitiyejiegree
of "safety" liFwlEiri)F'"excftFfrleTI^^ for both per-
sonal an^sexuar^^^^^Sm^^inen.2 Although these categories
necessarily blend into one another and are not meant to be exhaustive,
they also highlight particular themes that ran throughout the inter-
views. In the following sections, these themes are explored as they
relate to several prominent discourses of masculinity in the contempo-
rary United States, as well as to understandings of leisure practice more
generally. *

Initially, men tended to explain that strip clubs provide relaxation
because they are entertainment complexes and leisure spaces, sites
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that by definition connote relaxation as opposed to responsibility. Sev-
eral men pointed to entertainment as their main motive for visiting

the clubs:

They're like going to a game arcade .. . you know, it's public . . . go out
and have fun in a big bar kind of thing, as opposed to the lingerie
[parlors] and the prostitution... That's pure sex whereas the other's like
a little bit of sex tease with real entertainment. So there's a difference
there. My sex life's always been good so it's the entertainment that's

more exciting to me. (Mick)

It's a show really . . . the safeness is being in a club where [nudity] is

presented as entertainment. (Herb)

It's entertainment. Like going to a play or a movie or ... it's just

entertainment. (William)

Yet why a strip club rather than some other entertainment venue?
William's statement that "it's just entertainment" highlights the fact
that entertainment itself is often seen as a legitimate pursuit, something
that should not be held accountable to politics or criticism. As strip
clubs have come under fire in religiously conservative communities
across the country, the claim that they are a form of entertainment is
often one that is used to indicate that leisure is being sold rather than
sexual services.3 In fact, what is often being sold is a gendered combina-
tion of leisure, entertainment, and service. Visiting a strip club is, after
all, significantly different from attending a play or going to the cinema;
visiting the clubs means that the male customers will be attended to by
women who are young, accepting, usually attractive, hopefully friendly,
and whose services (in the form of conversation or dancing) can be
purchased for an agreed upon price. It is also a kind of entertainment
that men overwhelmingly pursue alone, or with other men, and more
rarely in mixed-sex groups. Further, despite the fact that some dancers'
appearance, physique, or displays of aggressive sexuality may challenge
mainstream middle-class definitions of femininity, I have never encoun-
tered a performer in a heterosexual strip club that catered to male
customers who was not believed to be female or explicitly advertised as
otherwise. This may seem either obvious or quite basic; it is, however,
extremely important to customers seeking a place where, as Bildstein

puts it, "a man could be a man."
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"It's Different from Anywhere Else": Searching for Escape

The fascination with looking as a form of entertainment is, of course,
highly significant in understanding the current attraction of strip clubs.
Going to strip clubs obviously presents the opportunity to look at
women, and it is this focus on looking in a public atmosphere that
differentiates the strip club from many otherfol:TnFoiliafflrerTEeTCa1n-
ment.4 The desire to see naked women was, as one would expect,
intrinsic to the meaning of the experience for the customers. Some men
initially explained their desire to visit a strip club with reference to a
desire to see women's bodies:

I'm drawn by the attraction of sexuality. You know, sex sells. Sex and
beautiful women are very appealing. And they're very appealing to able-
bodied men. And what can I say? You know . . . It's just a fact. (Jim)

Strip clubs attract me because I love the feminine form. I have a weak-
ness for beautiful women. (Brian)

I'm an appreciator of female beauty in all forms. (Ross)

I liked that kind of environment... it was pretty cool. . . you know, I
mean, who wouldn't like going to watch naked women running around?
You know? Who wouldn't like to drink beer and watch naked women
running around? I guess—what male wouldn't? That's the way I've
always looked at it. (Alex)

Some of these men believed that the desire to look at women's bodies
was an expression of natural male biology, a claim explored in more
detail in Chapter 4. Whether or not they understood their desire to look
at women in this format as a result of biological influences, however,
there were always a number of other elements involved that were im-
portant to the customers in addition to the visual aspects.

After all, the desire to visit strip clubs is more than just a desire to
passively see women's bodies, even for the most scopophilic of cus-
tomers. There are many ways to potentially see naked women: peep-
ing, viewing pornography, reading medical texts, and developing inti-
mate relationships, for example. Further, rnen^j-Qgractions in strip
clubs are with women whoJkiakJaack jt-thgrn, from the stages ("Re-
member to make eye contact!" managers would coach), or in individu-
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alized interactions at their tables. These visits must be seen as also

network of relationships betjKee*4»ffl%-^«rkr-and,aw.ay. Touristic
•practices, according to Urry "involve the notion of 'departure,' of a
limited breaking with established routines and practices of everyday life
and allowing one's senses to engage with a set of stimuli that contrasts
with the everyday and the mundane" (1990:2). The sights that are gazed
on are chosen because they offer "distinctive contrasts" "with "work and
home and also because "there is an anticipation, especially through
daydreaming and fantasy, of intense pleasures, either on a different scale
or involving different senses from those customarily encountered" (3).'

My interviewees, for example, corroborated that these sites / sights
are "out of the ordinary," at least initially. For regulars, of course, the
experience of just looking at undressed women eventually becomes
almost ordinary. ("Almost" because even for the regulars the fact that
women were displaying their body meant that this "was a very different
environment from ordinary spaces like "work and home.) Matthew and
Steven, for example, spoke about how this became "boring" after a time
and that they began to desire other types of interactions, such as intrigu-
ing conversations and even ongoing friendships with the dancers. Louis,
said, "I don't "want to go just to "watch bodies move around . . . I get to
know someone and that makes a difference to me." Several other men
who "were regular visitors also discussed this process. In all of these
cases, what kept the regulars returning to the various clubs was the
opportunity to interact with women "whom they generally "would not
meet in their everyday life and to cultivate the relationships they devel-
oped with particular dancers and club employees. Thus, although the
significance of the dancers' nudity was often minimized by the men in
their conversations "with me, and was described by the regulars as some-
thing that became "routine," it "was unquestionably an important and
essential part of the encounters in the clubs. Even a man who pays a
woman to sit with him and asks her to remain fully clothed, for exam-
ple, is doing so in an atmosphere in which he simultaneously has the
privilege of asking her to remove her dress, and th£^ignifiamcjjDfthis
possibility cannot be underestimated.

For some customers, just to enter a space where nude bodies are
readily exhibited is to step into a strange and foreign world. For others,
the strip club is but one destination on their daily geographic trajecto-
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lies: "a good place to stop for a beer." Yet, either way, the club offers a
distinctive contrast to other public spheres. For one thing, the behav-
ioral structure of everyday life is indeed inverted for many customers
inside the dubs: for example, women do the approaching rather than
the men and thus face the possibility of rejection; women "ask" to be:
looked at naked; and usually "private" performances of sexual desire or
sexual display are suddenly made public. Further, although intimate
relationships between individuals may be covertly facilitated with
money in everyday realms, inside the clubs this facilitation is blatant,
immediate, and far less apologetic (though no less complicated in its
various enactments). The club is, in the words of one interviewee, "a
very different world." Hence, there is an emphasis in men's talk about
their visits to strip clubs that these experiences are something that they
"don't get at home" (and often don't want at home) and that the visits
are somehow intrinsically pleasurable for this reason.

In addition to the display of women's bodies and the provision of
their social and emotional services for an agreed upon fee, strip clubs
also provide an environment "where men, singly or in groups, can en-
gage in traditionally "masculine" activities and forms of consumption
often frowned on in other spheres: cigar smoking, drinking, watching
sports events, and even being "rowdy," vulgar, or aggressive. Phillip said
that in the strip clubs he "sometimes acted like an asshole because I
could" and that this "was a form of release for him. Alex said that he
enjoyed "real bad hole-in-the-wall dive bars" because they were places
where he could get "wild" with his male friends. He explained: "We'd
do something just to get thrown out. We'd get crazy. We'd get a table
dance and like, grab some girl's ass or something like that or just some-
thing crazy. We're just—we liked to get rowdy or whatever. Crazy."
Alex admitted that he acted differently when he visited the clubs alone,
however, and that it was less common for him to go to the clubs with
other men at this point in his life. Other men spoke similarly about the
release that the clubs offered:

I want to have fun and be relaxed and cut up and laugh and, you know,
have a good time. It's a big stress reliever for me. My business is a very
high-stress environment and when things get really busy, I can slip out,
you know. Stay out for a couple hours and really just let go a little bit and
feel better. [In the club] there's something going on that's not normal.
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You know, if I just went out to a singles bar, say, then I would know that
those girls there are looking to have some kind of relationship beyond
what's going to go on just at the bar. But if you go to [Diamond Dolls]
you're going there and y'all are entertainers. We're being entertained.
And you know, it just takes your mind off things. And of course, guys

like to look at girls so ... it's just so different from any atmosphere you
can get anywhere else. It's just for fun and everybody knows what the
rules are. (Roger)

You go in and it is so different from the workaday world that I'm in ...
You're immediately going to fantasyland. You don't have to deal with
the stress like you do at work. . . You can be real nice to them and you
know they're going to be real nice to you. And that does not happen in
the workplace. (Beck)

Herb was married to a "very conservative" woman who did not
smoke or drink. For him, then, these were pleasures that he could not
indulge in at home. At the club, however, "You got your cold beer, you
got your shooters, you got your good-looking girls, you got your music,
you got your smokes. You can smoke a cigar if you want. And when
youjr£ readjjo^o^y^CLuJleave it all behind aj^that_stays there and you
go home." Herb usually came to the club on his way home fronrwork.
Sometimes he came with friends from the office and other times he
came alone. Either way, his time in the club was described as "personal"
time that was pleasurable because it allowed him to engage in activities
that were inappropriate in the other spheres of his life and marked a
transition between these spheres. As most of the men I spoke with kept
their activities in the clubs a secret from their coworkers and wife or
partner, they were careful to remove traces of these visits before return-
ing to the office or home—checking for lipstick on their cheeks (rem-
nants of a thank you peck on the cheek) or perfume on their clothes, for
example. Such illicit remains were clearly inappropriate in these other
spheres, even more literally marking the separateness of the clubs.

At the same time that strip clubs offer an escape, the temporary
nature of the experiences is highly significant. The desire to return to
work and home were unquestioned elements of the men's visits and
were reflected in the balance between risk and safety that was_often
being sought. Though some customers expressed the desire for an affair
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a dancer or for more "excitement" in their sexual relationships
outside of the clubs, very few of them seemed preparedjrojnve up their
positions in these other rearrnTtb pursue such desires. One customer,
foFexampTe, spent an eiitiTe*linxfnl5c^teTIrng"me his fantasies about
visiting a legal brothel in Nevada. He had never used any aspect of the
sex industry except for looking at a few pornographic magazines and
visiting strip dubs. "I just want to do it once," he said, "and then I
want to go home to Mama" (his wife of thirty years). However, he
explained, she would never condone it and it was not worth the risk.
His hours in the strip club provided him with a transgressive and ex-
citing experience—indeed, provided him an opportunity to share this
even more transgressive fantasy and develop it further through our
interaction—yet still allowed him to return home.

A touristic practice might be understood as part of a larger process
that makes "the habitual desirable as well as making escape from the!
habits of labor seem possible through everyday practices of consump-j
tive pleasure" (Allison 1996: xv). Not only are the realms of work and\e still constructed as separate spheres for many individuals (de-

spite the fact that the boundary may be weakening in late capitalist
societies), but the (often imaginary) image constructed out of tourist
gazes also "serves to validate and legitimize routine experience, domes-
tic and working life, and the social structure within which they are
located" (Manderson 1995: 307). Though customers may try to find out
information about a dancer's life or ask a dancer out on a date, for
example, the creation of the possibility of an outside relationship is often

^^^**~°°~^»m->f~<VKXtt<m™ev^^a~n^^<^^^ TT'B-sa.

m<^desirablej:han a real encounter (Frank 1998). Most of the married »sSiV."\s claimed that they were not interested in leaving their wife,

and even the men who described their job as "boring " "unfulfilline:"
•J O' O'

or even "intolerable" seemed to have no intention of changing these
circumstances. Some men seemed to especially enjoy hearing "hard-
luck stories" from the dancers, and seeing other people, customers or
dancers, in a state of "extreme desperation" (Alex's description) could
serve to make these everyday situations even more appealing.

Part of the reason this distinctiveness from work and home was
experienced as relaxing was related to the different kind of relationships
that could be developed with women in the clubs. For these customers,
everyday relationships with women often were seen as a source of

I

L
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pressure and expectations. Indeed, many men I spoke with described
relations between women and men in general in the United States as
being "strained," "confused," or "tense." Beck, for example, felt that
there was a "chasm" between men and women in modern society in
terms of understanding and expectations, and Kenneth referred to the
"war between the sexes." Over half of the men I interviewed said that
they found the clubs relaxing specifically because they provided an
escape from the rules of conduct and the social games involved in
entering into interactions with other women in an unregulated setting.
If "dating is the institutionalization of romantic encounters without the
goal of commitment" (Illouz 1997: 289), relationships formed in strip
clubs take this institutionalization a step further: there is no longer a
need for pretenses, specific social niceties, elaborate plans, mutual ex-
changes of personal information, and so on. There is really even no
need for romance—romantic props can be used to set a scene or to
individualize an interaction, but are not necessary to move the encoun-
ter to a sexualized level (involving nudity erotic conversation, the shar-

4, ing of fantasies, etc.). At the same time, the encounters were to some
extent "predictable." Phillip called his interactions with dancers "rela-
tionships of convenience," explaining that he worked so much he could
never find the time to meet women outside of the clubs and move
through the expected steps of courtship. In a way, the interactions avail-
able in the clubs fit perfectly with the sped-up pace of consumption
more generally in contemporary late capitalist societies.

Even a simple conversation with a woman in a singles bar or at
another location had its own set of rules and expectations that were
sometimes experienced by these men as stressful:

I don't go to a strip club to pick up a woman. This is a way to go be with
women, talk to women, even see them naked and not have to worry
about playing the social game that is involved if you are trying to pick
somebody up. (Matthew)

For me the club situation is almost a way to relax from the tension of a
sexual relationship with a woman. You leave when you want. You don't
have to stay. You don't have to get to know the person. (Jim)

As Herb pointed out: "I know why you're there. You knowjwhy I'm
jhexe." Ross claimed that altKoTlgn^eTSms^¥BidT35TenJ6y the imper-
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sonal aspect of the encounters in the clubs, he felt that this was impor-
tant to many men: "What do the men get out of it? Actually, the advan-
tage of being able to walk away. No mess, no fuss, no big deal. You can
make as much or as little emotional involvement as you want. You can
go in there and shop for a piece of meat, quote unquote, so to speak. I
mean, you want to see a girl, you can see a girl run around naked. Have
her come over, pay her to do a dance or two or three and walk away and
not even ask her her name. Total distancing. Boy.. . I hate to even think
of being able to think like that but you know, I see a lot of people that
way." Soon after he made the above statement, however, he said that he
enjoyed the "female presence without pressure" himself.

Other men discussed their desire to look at women on the street and 1
their feelings of guilt and frustration about doing so. Saul said that al-
though he still felt slightly uncomfortable looking at dancers in strip
clubs, he considered this preferable to his other options: "I guess I con-
sider [strip crabs] very safe. I would never want to be walking along Main !
Street looking atsomS'girl and staring at her and making her feel uneasy.
You know, I don't want anybody to feel creepy or anything. Sure, be-
cause I wouldn't want to be a woman where I was on the other shore."
Gary and Paul, both men who described themselves as voyeurs, felt
similarly, saying that they had been called "perverts" by women outside
of the club. "I've undressed girls [with my eyes] from day one," Gary
argued, "so this way, I get to see the final product." He called his voyeur-
ism "a total secret thing," because he knew "for a fact" that he would not
find support with his live-in girlfriend. He had sought psychological help
for his voyeurism and tried several antidepressant drugs that had been
recommended to him by his doctors, yet still desired to visit the clubs.

Interactions with women in the workplace were also often felt to be
constraining. Phillip said that club visits "let frustration out": "With all
of this sexual harassment stuff going around these days, men need
somewhere to go where they can say and act like they want. The worst
that can happen to you is you get thrown ou t . . . I think that going to a
club is a release." Roger said that in the clubs, "everybody knows what
the rules are." This implies that there are other spaces where the rules
are not so transparent, where the men do not understand exactly what
is going to get them into trouble. Frank pointed out that in the work-
place he felt nervous about giving compliments to women for fear that
they would accuse him of sexual harassment:
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I think the whole sexual harassment issue is absolutely nuts. I think...

the pendulum has swung so far the other way. . . they've taken common
sense out of it. If I work with you, I should be able to say "You look nice
today" without having some separate connotation to that. To say, you
know, "That color looks really good on you" is not harassment. To say,
"That color really shows off your body," that's a different context. But

we've taken all that to be taboo, you know. We've taken all that to be
wrong and it's not. Or to put my hand on your shoulder when I'm

talking to you or on your arm. That's not harassment because I would
do that to a guy . . . I'll go like this if I wanted to make a point... but all

of a sudden if I do that to you, if I'm standing behind you and I touch you
on the shoulder or the arm, it's like, wow. So I think that's gone way

overboard and I think it's made males very bitter. That side of it. It's
taken some personal side out of it and it's made it [work] a very sterile

environment.

Some men, like Gary, explicitly stated a desire to interact with women
who were not "feminist" and who still wanted to interact with men in

what he felt were more "traditional" ways.
This sentiment was frequently corroborated by other customers I ]

interacted with in the clubs who said that men had to continually "be on \" against offending women in their everyday lives. Here I do not 1

wish to defend male inability to respect women's demands for comfort-

able work environments. Indeed, several of the above comments could
be analyzed as part of a "backlash" against feminism. Rather, I ami

highlighting the fact that these men experienced their visits to the clubs

(and also, in part, justified them) within such a framework of confusion
and frustration rather than simply one of privilege or domination. The

^ •̂—-"—»««%WWIII_>BS Ĵ̂ _ ĵl̂ I!,=-̂ ™--*™=_-<>':-;™"--=--̂  i

rapid increase in the nurnEer of strip clubs across the United States in
the mid-1980s, after all, was concurrent with a massive increase of
women into the workforce and an upsurge of attention paid to issues of

sexual harassment, date rape, and the condemnation of the sex industry.
Many of the men I spoke with also discussed their confusion as to j

•what was expected of them as men in relationships with women. Tim (
said that he felt men were under a good deal of "strain" because wives

were also working nowadays, bringing in their own income and thus
insisting that they be allowed to take an active part in planning the
couple's future: "She's not taking a back seat to decisions about careers
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and moves, and I think that a lot of men have a hard time dealing with

that." Other men complained that they were expected to be strong and
assertive, both at home and in their •workplace, but at the same time

their female partner was interested in greater communication and emo-
tional expression. Joe summed this up very succinctly: "My wife expects
nae to be strong emotionally, physically, and I expect spiritually too . . .

But emotionally, she wants me tobe_9ttongbut.shi£jQ£^twMitme to
bfrtwS5|anngj[^ the

leader and the rock. . . I'm confuted as hell. I wouldn't say that openly
in public but I'm definitely confused about what it is to be a man."

Zachary, Eric, Kenneth, and Jason made nearly identical comments.
Strip clubs_Qfjfered_a_temDorary respite from both changing definitions
of masculinity andj^guestsjrpm women loFeitKer instrumental sup-

~ ,-——"~r" ~~ —-™——~™~™~™~«————™™«_^^
port or reciprocal emotional communication. Beck, tor example, de-

scribed the strip cTuBFtEat he visited as places where he felt he was
going to be treated "like family" without having to meet any demands
or expectations. Some customers even sought advice from dancers on

how to negotiate relationships with women outside of the club.

The home, then, was seen as a different sphere with its own set of
obligations, commitments, and conflicts. Certainly, the men received a

great deal of enjoyment from their family and almost all were adamant
that they did not want to change the structure of their private life. The
horne,Jiowever, among these interviewees and for many other men I

interacted with, was not necessarily a "haven" fromjhejworkglace
(Lasch 1977), \vh£^EEEjii£nj^uldjinTDly_re]^_arid_be themselves. I do

not want to imply that somehow a more authentic self was being ex-
pressed in the strip club than in the workplace or at home. Rather, a
manjnightiiay^multiple selves, or selfjep*e«eatatkm5TJ;JaajLaie_£xpipri-

enced in different contexts. Certain self-representations, for example,
are expressed in work and marriage, and for many men it is these self-

representations that are first invoked to identify themselves. These
selves, however, were also often premised on responsibilities and com-
mitments.

Changing expectations about male economic providership and emo-
tional communication in committed relationships may have contrib-
uted to some men's experiences of stress and confusion about their

gender identity and roles (Levant and Brooks 1997). Arguably, these
changes and sentiments may be most intense in the middle classes;
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however, nearly all of the men I interviewed identified as such. Some
researchers point to what has been called a "crisis in masculinity," which
has developed as a "result of the collapse of the basic pattern by which
men have traditionally fulfilled the code for masculine role behavior—
the good provider role" (9). Such a breakdown of the traditional mas-
culine code has led to situations in which former patterns of success in
relationships and work roles are no longer socially elevated. Instead of
positing such a crisis in masculine identity arising in different historical
situations, Gail Bederman (1995) refers to the circulation of contradk-
tory discourses of hegemonic niasajUnity. I prefef this approach, as it
allows foTTfaTexistence of contradictions and inconsistencies within
each individual's identity and for the recognition that there are always
several competing hegemonic discourses of gender identity in relation

"•—Ito which individuals must position themselves. In such cases of compet- 1
ing expectations, a man might find it relaxing to be in an environment I
such as a strip club, where he does not necessarily have any role to/
perform except for that of a desiring male (discussed in more depth in
Chapter 4).6 Because the interactions in a strip club (through the gen-
dered performances of both parties) spoke to a male self-representation
that was not involved with family or work responsibilities and commit-
ments, the club became amdeajjpgc£^^_s£me_rneri to accesjji fantasy
of freedom, independence, and idealized masculinity.

The transactions that occur in strip cluFs should not be seen as
merely providing an escape from responsibilities and commitments. As I
have argued elsewhere (Frank 1998) and as I discuss in the next sections,
some men were also actively seeking an escape to a kind of interaction
with women that was not available to them in their everyday life. ItJ
would also be a mistake to assert that such interactions are only com-
pensatory, whether for the men's alienation as producers or because of
an inability to develop intimate relationships with other women. As
Andrew Ross points out, such an assertion sees a consumer's pleasure as
"organized between, on the one hand, a restricted economy of frustra-
tion and oppression, and, on the other, the unlimited Utopian haven of
fantasy." Such an approach "does not wholly account for the autono-
mous pleasure offered by the very act of fantasizing, nor does it account
for the production of users' fantasies that are neither wholly determined
nor neutralized by the form of the containing narrative." Individuals do I
have independently empowering experiences of fantasy that offer "real I
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satisfactions, and not merely displaced or symbolic solutions to frustra-
tions felt elsewhere" (1989: 206). As emerges in other chapters, the
erotics that underlie the men's visits are far more complex than an
analysis of compensatory leisure would suggest.

Safety and Excitement

Strip clubs derive some of their appeal from their ability to be both safe \d exciting spaces, and when the tension between these boundaries i

disappears, men may cease to be regular customers. Many of the in- j
terviewees discussed their experiences in the language of "variety,"
"travel," "fun," "escape," and "adventure."7 One man consistently de-
scribed himself as a "pioneer," pointing out that he always visited new
clubs in Laurelton on their opening night and sought out strip clubs
whenever he passed through a new city. Many of the men I spoke with
enjoyed sharing tales of their travels to strip clubs in other cities and
states: "I could tell stories about the places I've been to for hours," Dan
told me and proceeded to do so. Mick told me several stories about the
overt sexual" activity that he witnessed in clubs in Canada; David dis-
cussed the kind of dancing that was done in South Carolina ("They rub
their tootie on you . . . it's different there") and the indiscretions that he
believed occurred in lower-tier clubs in Laurelton and other cities; Ste-
ven and William told descriptive tales of visiting clubs in Florida and
Texas. Others, such as Beck, Jim, and Phillip, were interested in keeping
an internal checklist of sites they had visited: "I've visited every strip
joint in the city"; "If the door is open, I'll go in"; "I've been everywhere
in Laurelton." Gary tookme on a guided tour of several of his "favorite"
clubs during the early phases of my research in Laurelton, discussing the
history of the various places and the changes that had taken place over
time due to management turnovers, new county regulations, and eco-
nomic fluctuations. New strip clubs were sometimes referred to as
"discoveries," and the men talked about "searching out new places."

Other men described themselves as "hunters," "adventurers," or "ex-
plorers." Nick said that strip clubs provided "adventure" and "excite-
ment" to balance out the more mundane "compartments" of his life
such as work and home and that such sexualized ventures "make life
worth living." Using similar metaphors, Jay Bildstein, the entrepreneur
who opened the upscale strip club Scores in New York City, writes of his
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first experience at an upscale gentlemen's club with a friend of his: "I felt
like an adventurer who had just met a grueling challenge. Larry and I
were the Sir Edmund Hillary and Admiral Richard Byrd of the gentle-
men's club business. Not that a night in Rick's Cabaret was exactly the
challenge of a night on the icy slope of Mount Everest, but no man's
goal is less important than another's" (1996: 90). Alex also spoke of his
visits to strip clubs in terms of extreme masculinized adventure. When I
asked him why he went to strip clubs, he answered:

Alex: I like to do bizarre things, you know . . . Wild, crazy stuff. It's
like . . . I guess kind of like rock climbing. You know, you've got guys
that'll rappel and you've got guys that'll go off the mountain head

first.
KF: What were some of the extreme types of things you found in strip

clubs?
Alex: Well, some of the extreme things were like the happy stuff, just the

partying and all that. On the other hand, you know, there was a lot of
extreme desperation and a lot of loneliness and sadness there. It's just
wild, I guess. I don't know if it would be a very good analogy to just
call it, you know, getting on the back of a Harley Davidson, you
know . . . getting on a Harley Davidson with a shotgun in your

hand . . . because there's not any rules, you know?

Despite descriptions of strip clubs as places with "no rules" and as
"outside the law," and although customers experience and express feel-
ings of freedom, adventure, or excitement during their excursions to
strip clubs, they are actually passing over ground that has been tightly
regulated to produce this particular kind of experience. The city has
delineated where such clubs can be located and (for the most part) what
types of interactions can be had inside. Bouncers physically monitor and
control the men's behavior inside the clubs. Other kinds of behaviors
are policed by both the dancers and the other customers, such as proper
etiquette in regard to watching table dances, tipping procedures, and
customer-to-customer interactions. The men also police their_ownbe-.

__havior; few bachelors really need their hands to be tied behind a chair ]
during~a table dance, and even men who claim to be wild with desire or
testosterone are usually found sitting docilely in their chairs. Some of
the men's talk about safety, then, can be seen as a derivative of both
restrictive interventions on the part of the law and the club and the
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employees' and their own expectations and boundaries. Their talk
about danger and adventure, on the other hand, is connected to histor-
ical discourses about masculinity, travel, and encounters with various
categories of Others that must be further explored.

Public spaces have long been occupied by men in the cultural imagi-
nary, and although this is changing, the gendered split between public
and private spaces is important in thinking about how discourses of
travel have been masculinized over time. Indeed, as Eeva Jokinen and
Soile Veijola point out, the sociological figures of the tourist, the flaneur,
the stranger, and the adventurer are also implicitly masculine metaphors
for particular kinds of subjectivities. They describe the nineteenth-
century flaneur, or stroller, as the "forerunner of the twentieth century
tourist," one who is emblematic of "being seen and recorded and seeing
others and recording them." This strolling pedestrian "poetically con- r
fronts the 'dark corners' of a town or city, occupied by the dispossessed ! 4,I
and the marginal, and experiences supposedly real authentic life" (1997: / ^ «i <;
26). These spaces in the fast-growing cities "were assumed to be dan-)
gerous as well as authentic because of their connection with promis-
cuity, contagion, and contamination. Women who moved about in .
public spaces and in "dark corners," especially those of different social
classes and races, "were part of the experience. As Rojek and Urry write:
"Some (men) . . . sought out the touch and feel of the other through
crossing to the dark side of the city and engaging with the diverse
charms of prostitutes, opium dens, bars, and taverns. This was known as
'slumming.' Underprivileged areas and crimogenic zones came to be
redefined as tourist sights" (1997: 7). The connection of slumming with /
privilege means that the figure of the flaneur is also often racialized and f
classed as well as gendered. J

For many customers, the fact that visits to strip clubs often implied a
journey into "bad" areas of town was seen as risky and dangerous but
also exciting, a form of erotic slumming. Alex said that strip clubs were {
appealing because they "had that sinister type feel . . . you know, the
whole place is just kind of like dark and there's an underground there."
He thought I "was "very brave" for conducting interviews with the
customers, and also admitted that he had fantasized that by meeting
me, the "worst-case scenario" would be that "she drugs me and steals
all my money." Saul preferred visiting "dive" bars that were located in
"seedy areas of town." At the same time, however, he also "worried
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about crime and "getting rolled in the parking lot." For Saul this danger
(often fantasized, given the high security of most Laurelton clubs) was
an important part of his excursions. Even though we met for our initial
interview in a popular coffee shop, for example, he also said that he had
been •worried about showing up for our meeting. "Who knows?" he
said. "I've heard of men being robbed and killed this way." (At Starbucks?
I was tempted to ask.) He continued: "You never know by looking at
somebody . . . I mean, I would never know if you were . . . you know, if
you were, like a crack dealer, you know? Or like living day to day? Or
somebody that's going to school for your future. When you said you
were going for your doctorate, that shocked me." Yet despite his spoken
fears, he showed up on time and participated enthusiastically in the
interviews. Further, I continued to see him around town occasionally at
the various clubs in which I worked.

Mick also enjoyed the idea of strip clubs as marginal places, "on the
edge" and somewhat dangerous. He said he even enjoyed the minor
fights that occurred among customers in the clubs. In fact, the night
that we met at Diamond Dolls he had been influential in helping the
bouncers kick out a drunk and rowdy customer who had grabbed at a
dancer onstage. After I helped the dancer into the dressing room, Mick
called me over to talk excitedly about the incident, as we had both been
next to the stage when it happened. During our first interview a few
days later, he talked about other altercations he had been in:

In Texas, Al and I were in a club and Magic Johnson had just left . . . it
was one of those clubs, you know, kind of high rollers and some guy
spilled my drink and I said a little something to him and he said some-
thing back and so we got in a fight. And then there's one in Washington,
D.C., where these couple of guys and a couple bouncers got in another
fight and I got involved in it. Threw a guy across the tables and that's.. 7 j
they're kind of rowdy but the people don't carry guns. So that's a Htde
bit of wild edge . . . you know, you get in a fight and you probably won't
get shot. I used to box and maybe most guys wouldn't like that part of it
but that's part of the thrill for me. I like to jump in a fight.

The fight was important, but appealing because in this situation it was
relatively safe ("you probably won't get shot"). Mick mentioned safety
several other times, especially when talking about the risk of disease
possible with other forms of adult entertainment, and tended to prefer
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the more upscale places to the dive bars (the kind of club where a
multimillionaire like Magic Johnson just might hang out).

Significantly, then, although strip clubs are relatively safe, they are
also dangerous enough to be alluring, a bit "less civilized" and rowdier
than the places these middle-class customers would ordinarily enter.
The importance of race in structuring such fantasies was also quite
apparent and was expressed by white customers in worries about visit-
ing the primarily black clubs because of the "aggressive" nature of black
dancers, the "rough crowds," and the more "graphic displays" that
supposedly were found there. In the end, most men said that they
preferred visiting places that were "comfortable" as •well as marginal.

Ross said that his visits were exciting because they were "still taboo"
and because "good boys don't do that." On the other hand, he also
claimed to be interested in how these "other" people lived: "I am sin-
cerely interested in people, in their lives, and I just like to know about
everything. I'm kind of omnivorous. I like, you know, to know how
other people see this crazy world we're in." He was interested in hear-
ing about the dancers' lives and talking to them about anything, just as
he would "talk to drunks on the street." Other men spoke similarly; in
fact, many of the more educated men cited a sociological interest in the
lives of the women. These customers seemed confident that one could
ascertain what a dancer was thinking or feeling simply by observing her
performances in the club or by talking to her while she was at work
(something that, unfortunately, some researchers also believe is possi-
ble). These kinds of comments about taking an academic interest in
illicit venues make explicit a connection that is often implicit—between
the privileged, roving observer in the form of the flaneur and the social
scientist or academic voyeur collecting "raw data" from marginalized
or stigmatized populations, mingling with those who renounce social
taboos, all in the name of scientific interest. The legitimacy of re-
search is expected to preserve the boundaries between us and them,
between those who are just slumming and those who are full-time
residents. That I had crossed this boundary by actually working as a
stripper has been extremely upsetting to some scholars that I have
encountered, as well as to some of the customers I interacted with and
men I interviewed.

The customers often imagined the dancers as living outside of nor- \e social constraints, enjoying immense "sexual freedoms" and a j
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kind of "wild sexuality." The men's ideas about just what it would take
To dance naked seemed to bolster this belief that dancers enjoyed a wild,
uninhibited sexuality and dancers were also described as brave and
adventurous. Jim said, "I think, from the dancer's perspective, it's just
like an existence on the edge." (Though Jim several times discussed the
"dancer's perspective" during our interviews, he admitted that I was the
only dancer he had ever even spoken to more than once.) Male cus-
tomers also sometimes identified with dancers' perceived sexual free-
dom. There was constant speculation about the dancers' sex lives and
orientations (How many of the dancers are lesbians? Do they sleep with
customers? Are they wild in bed?). Even despite our assertions to the
contrary, many of the men wanted to believe that we led an exciting and
varied sex life and that our choice of workplace was simply to continue
this trend. (This was also something that dancers frequently laughed
about backstage as we headed to the library to study for the next day's
classes or changed into sweat pants and headed home to sleep.)

Some customers projected their anxieties about nudity or exposure
onto the women in the clubs. I was frequently asked if I was scared to
work in strip clubs, or if I felt the work was dangerous, physically or
emotionally. "It must be difficult to take off your clothes in front of
people," customers would say. Ross admitted that it was a "fantasy" of
his to expose his naked body to the gaze and that the thought was
"terrifying." Customers were not usually excited to hear dancers' expla-
nations that nudity was a costume, or that once you've traveled abroad
and realized that Americans have some bizarre ideas about the body,
stripping becomes just another form of work. Instead, as discussed in
later chapters, it was often far more profitable for dancers to agree with
the customers' assessments: "Oh yes, I was terrified when I started, and
I'm still fairly nervous being naked in front of strangers"; or "I'm an
exhibitionist and dancing turns me on"; and so on. When customers
talked to me about their experiences with dancers, these kinds of quotes
were often offered as proof of dancers' psyches. This is not to imply that
these answers did not feel truthful to some of the dancers the men
interacted with, some of the time. Rather, these examples are provided
to explore how certain kinds of claims became meaningful and exciting
for the customers.

Excursions into the sex industry are related not only to the allure of
bad or dangerous areas of town, or of the individuals who populate j
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those "dark corners," but also to the adventure of sexual discovery.
Sexual experiences (not necessarily heterosexual, of course), coupled
with travel away from the safety of home, have often been portrayed as
a form of masculinized adventure; one only needs to think of Henry

••^^''™^^'"~™"°~:**!a*^^~**™^^~a*i^^

Miller, the-adventares^f-DSSTuanTstories about Charles Bukowski or
Jack Kerouac. For the sociologist Georg Simmel, "the perfect adventure
was an amorous one" (injokinen and Veijola 1997:30). Many of the men
I spoke with agreed with this idea, even though they were not pursuing
sexual contact or release. Steven said:

Kate, what a guy gets in a men's club, he doesn't get at home any more.
My experience was, the first three to six months of every relationship
was just outrageous. For many guys, it was almost the quest of meeting
and building that trust and building that rapport, to the point where you
could bond enough to have sex and whether that happened in one night
or it took three months, it's all that excitement leading up and then the
exploring and getting to know what you like and what I like . . . So
what's happening out there at the men's clubs, as I sit and watch these
guys, they're trying to recapmrejwh£t/s_jMtjh£re_injhd£jnarriage
anyjnore. And jusTiri watching these guys who are so involved in the
fantasy that they believe, like I said, that I love you and you're loving me
back . . . that, in the back of their minds there's that hope of hopes that
maybe I'm gonna ignite another spark again in my life . . . those first days
and weeks and months, that unknown, that discovery, that's very excit-
ing. And I think that's part of the attraction of a men's club . . . is that
same thing is happening shy of the conquer.

Almost across the board, I found that the men who preferred strip
clubs and became regular customers often did not claim to visit other
venues of the sex industry. For example, although some of the inter-
viewees admitted to periodically reading Playboy or renting porno-
graphic videos, such practices were not as significant or enjoyable to
them as their experiences in strip clubs. None of the interviewees admit-
ted to regularly using escort services, prostitutes, or massage parlors,
nor did many of the men I interacted with on a daily basis in the strip
clubs. Several of the interviewees discussed past experiences with pros-
titutes, yet they did so as experiences that were riddled with much more
ambiguity, distaste, or guilt than their visits to strip clubs and none
considered this a practice they were likely to take up again.
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This may be in part an American phenomenon, related to particular
ideas about marriage, monogamy, and consumption, as the boundaries
between different venues appear less rigid in many other countries,
with stripping becoming blurred with prostitution or with customers
alternately visiting venues that offer sexualized conversation, manual or
oral release, or actual sex (e.g., Allison 1994; Bishop 1998; Chapkis 1997).
This is not to naively claim that the boundaries are never blurred in
American venues (especially with regard to lap dancing clubs) or that
some American men do not find it exciting to move from one type of
venue or service to another; just to point out that there "was an identifia-
ble pattern of consumption among men who considered themselves
strip club regulars. One realm in which these men claimed that strip
clubs provided safety was in relation to marriages or long-term part-
nerships. Granted, different ideas_about the requirernent_of.sexij;al,ex-

j^siyiigLJxi^amaj^ar^^ exist among individujils_jn,.the
Unitedjltates-.^Regardless of any individual's personal views or practices,
however, the predominant representation of marriage is that of lifetime
(or, increasingly, serial) monogamy, and one must usually position
oneself in relation to this representation. Different rnen_draw_their_liries
in different places as to how far they can explore their desire forjDthers
wjthout^eln^ulifaithful to their wife or partner. For some men, for
example, porm)gl:apT^rriay~5e~upsetting; for~others, it is an unques-
tioned part of their sexual repertoire. Sites that offer the possibility of
live interaction, on-site masturbation, or varying degrees of sexual con-
tact with a woman occupy different slots on a continuum of corn-

modified sexual behavior.8
Fojittaayjjfniyjnterjiiewees, "looking" was the fin^JQrmt_at_which_

they-feltj^omfortable. As strip clubs in most cities in the United States
are a legal venue in which no overt sexual acts are supposed to take
place, they were thus s^fin^byrnany of theje_jiien.4^._sugp(jrtive_of
heterosexual monogamy^tiiojighjjushing at its borders). Whereas vis-
iting a prostitute, a massage parlor, or a "jack shack" is certainly relaxing
for some men, it caused conflicts for these particular men.9 The strip '
club, then, was relaxing because it provided a safe space in which to be
both married (or committed) and sexually aroused (or, at least, interact-
ing with other women in a sexualized setting; see Chapter 7). As Beck '
said, "There's a certain point you just don't want to go past if you want
to maintain a marriage." Jim said that he often felt guilty because of the
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influence of his wife's Roman Catholic beliefs on his own conscience. At
the same time, however, the fact that he had to "sneak" around to visit
the clubs gave him a thrill. "Stolen watermelons taste better than the
ones you buy," he said. He did not believe that his "thoughts and fan-
tasies about breaking a covenant" were the same thing as doing so,
however, and he considered himself "faithful" in his twenty-three-year
marriage. Similarly, other men said:

When I'm on the road I know that when I go into a men's club that it's a
safe place—from the standpoint of, let's call it, the marriage vows! The_
temptations are not there for me. They're zero in a men's club . . .

I arn_ t it s entertainment and social interaction.

(Steven)

If you go to a strip club it's safe. Okay? I know why you're there. You
know why I'm there, for the most par t . . . I have reality at home so I'm
going back to that. (Herb)

William said that he got "in more trouble in singles bars than in strip
clubs"—trouble not only with his partner, but with himself.

Of course, as strip clubs vary around the country, customers cannot
always be certain of the kinds of interactions they will be involved in.
My experience in the industry has led me to believe that although men
certainly do become accustomed to the services that are offered in their
own locale (men "who frequented lap dancing clubs in Tampa or San
Francisco, for example, often expressed disappointment in the limited
interactions available in the Laurelton clubs), there are also many men
who set limits to the kinds of commodified sexual contacts that they
find acceptable. As Mick said about the dancingjn J^ui^jxttvllltls re-
lated^ to it,j3uj^jiot_real_sex . . . that's why it's okay." What each man
defined as "real sex" varied, of course (President Clinton was certainly
not alone in his definitions), as did their reasons for not desiring more
contact.

When discussing their experiences, several of the interviewees told
stories about strip clubs in other cities where they were groped by the
dancers or were encouraged to touch the dancers' bodies. William told

<4*
a story about his discomfort in a club in a city where he and a friend
were offered sex by a female employee: "All we could think about was
how to get out of there." Steven admitted that he was "no angel," but
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that a dancer who was too forward or sexually aggressive made him
uncomfortable because of his commitments. Mick, Louis, and Dan
(among others) mentioned that a worry about "health concerns" inhib-
ited their enjoyment of greater contact, in addition to concerns about
monogamy. Sometimes, even men who were not married or in monog-
amous relationships preferred that the amount of contact be kept mini-
mal because of fears of AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases-
David, Jason, and Phillip (all single at the time of the interviews) also
mentioned that strip clubs that offered lap dancing were not places they
enjoyed the most because of the "excessive" contact. David claimed that
he even stayed away from lowest-tier clubs because the table dances
tended to involve too much contact and overly graphic sexual display.
Some men, such as Ross, had a general dislike of commodified sexual
contact, and others, such as Tim, had legal concerns. "Maybe in another
country I would go for a different kind of entertainment," Tim said,
as he was extremely wary of visiting massage parlors or approaching
prostitutes in the United States. Though the customers' spoken reasons
for discomfort with other kinds of sexualized service were certainly
varied—commitments, worries about sexually transmitted diseases,
ambivalence about commercialized sexual activities, legal concerns,
and so on—the point is that this kind of no-contact strip club offered the
customers a "safe" space in which this discomfort was eased.

Personal and Sexual Acceptance /Identity

All of the men I interviewed noted that the interactive nature of the
encounters they had in strip clubs was a significant and pleasurable part
of the experience, stressing that they especially enjoyed the conversa-
tion they could have with the dancers. Certainly, this claim could be
dismissed as the men's attempt to justify a sometimes inflammatory
practice or defray masturbatory guilt (as when men say they read Play-
boy "for the articles"). However, I believe that the conversations were
indeed significant to a large number of customers beyond being a way
to legitimate their visits—after all, I was a participant in thousands of
these transactions. The men's enjoyment may or may not have been
influenced by the content of the conversations; for some men, just talk-
ing to a beautiful woman about anything was considered to be a plea-
sure, a luxury. As Beck said, the moment he had some free time "the
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place I'd be interested in going to would be someplace where I
could talk to a beautiful woman." Jim said that he went to the clubs to
have "an idealized social interaction with gorgeous women." Clubs f
offered an opportunity to talk to women with whom these men gener-i
ally would not be able to interact, for any number of reasons: a lack of \, age differences, class differences, proximity, and the J

women'5 willingness to interact, for example. /
Sometimes, the conversation was valued because it was a kind of

interaction that the men felt they had difficulty finding elsewhere, espe-
cially in male-dominated workplaces. For a variety of reasons, these }
men felt that women provided conversation in ways that were signifi-
cantly different from men:

Sometimes I go there just to talk because I feel like I can talk to some-
body there without any rules. There's no boundaries. I don't necessarily
have to talk about sex but I can go there and just talk about anything and
sometimes that's kind of nice. You know? It's almost like therapy. You're
not there to judge me. (Joe)

You can open up to women. Women speak. Men don't. Men just—they
don't know what their emotions are. How are you doing? Good. Oh
really? Come on, I can't take all that information. Come on, say some-
thing. You're here, communicate! And it's sad.. . I watched this show the
other day and these three guys were driving somewhere and they started
to talk intimately. And they couldn't do i t . . . this one guy's talking about
um.. . how uh. . . he's quick in the sack. And they were trying to console
him, they were like, oh, everybody's like that once in a while. "Oh good,
it's finally off my chest," you know. And then one of them made a joke
about i t . . . but that's what men do. Men'll kid about it, you know? But
women'll actually listen. Go, "Oh, that's a shame. Well, did you try this?"
Men, never. That ego's just too big. Too fragile. (Brett)

Roger said that his male friends were good to talk to about "sports,
women, or work," but that he felt more engaged with women in con-
versation about other things. Similarly, Frank said that he did not en-
gage in a "whole lot of real conversation" with*his coworkers and that
this is what he sought at strip clubs. He liked to talk about everyday
things with the dancers: 'About things we have in common, or your
husband or wife or kids or whatever." Steven and Matthew pointed out
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that when they were traveling on business they would usually prefer to
have a good conversation with a woman than sit alone in their hotel
room. Sociologist Stacey Oliker suggests a possible nonsexual motive
for infidelity on the part of men: as men less often develop intimate
friendships with other men, sexual affairs with women may be the only
route to intimacy that they feel they have (1989: 57). Indeed, strip clubs
can be seen as offering similar kinds of releases and connections, with-
out the entanglements, obligations, and repercussions of an affair.

Though the men may have valued the conversation, however, this is
not to say that this conversation was always or necessarily based on
mutual disclosure or engagement. As a dancer, for example, I often
found myself censoring opinions and conversing on topics of interest
only to the customers. Further, the customers could still maintain a
sense of control over the situation as long as they paid for the dancer's
time: how long the conversation would last, "what would be discussed,
and whether the dancer took off her clothes during the interaction.
There was certainly an unspoken understanding that if a dancer was not
pleasing, she would not be paid (unless this "was a situation being sought
after by that individual for a personal reason). Granted, any dancer
could "walk away from a customer or group if she did not want to
engage in a given interaction or found it offensive. Given the sheer
number of dancers in each club, however, there was usually someone
else "willing to take her place, if only for the money.

Some men noted that the interactions they purchased in strip clubs
were an ego boost because they provided safe opportunities for close
interactions "with women without the risk of rejection. Sexuality and
sexual conquest, after all, can be experienced as humiliating and stress-
ful for men as well as thrilling. Men with physical disabilities were
frequent visitors to the clubs and appreciated the female companion-
ship that was available to them there.10 Even men who are not impo-
tent, disabled, or unattractive, however, may feel very insecure in inter-
actions with women. Although the desire for an ego boost was almost
never the first motivation that men mentioned, it eventually arose in
many of the interviews and conversations:

I guess it is kind of an ego thing too . . . if I haven't been feeling that great
about myself and I go in there it doesn't matter if it's real or not, but after
a while, it gets in your head, in your memory. (Jason)

,
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You're massaging the man's ego... that's what it boils down to. It makes
the man feel good about himself. It's an ego massage .. . giving him the
drinks he wants, the food he wants, the massage he wants, you know,
whatever it takes. (Ross)

There's no way you're going to go in [the strip club] and get the cold
shoulder, that's for sure. It's just absolutely an ego trip because you
go in there and if you're a warthog, bald, and got a pot belly some
good-looking girl's going to come up and go, "Hey, do you want me to
dance for you?" Seducing women is something all men wish they were
better at, you know? And this seems like you're doing it and it's easy!
(Roger)

David described his visits to a strip club during a failing marriage as
"good for my ego to build me up, to make me feel like I was a man
again." Thus customers "were at times seeking an Otherness within
themselves, a sense oTesca^^mjKse^^«s"of the serf that felt
oppressive in other spheres—old age, ugliness, a lack of sodaTskills, or
intimate failures. •--"-—-————_—-_____——— -

In The Male Body, Susan Bordo discusses male anxiety about female
attractiveness and argues: "Just as the beautiful bodies [in cultural repre-
sentations] subject us to women to (generally) unrealizable models of
the kind of female we must become in order to be worthy of attention
and love, they also subject men and boys to (generally) unrealizable
models of the kind of female they must win—with equally destructive
consequences" (1999: 285). Though most heterosexual men settle for
"inferior fixes," women who may be attractive but do not quite succeed
in approximating the ideal, many men still "remain haunted by the
beauties" (287). Images of female perfection thus "not only shape per-
ception, they also shape sexual desire," and "straight male sexuality is
honed on the images, even fixated on them" (287). That some men
perceive female beauty as being powerful, able to "invade male con-
sciousness and arouse desire and then to reject that desire, leaving the
man humiliated, shamed, frustrated," she argues, may lead some of
them to seek both solace and excitement in pornography (290). In strip
clubs, the "beauties" are there as a live fantasy—y®ung, available, inter-
ested, and accepting.

These customers were keenly aware of the fact that competition
among men, not just male bonding, often centered on the struggle to
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gain attention from •women as well, and they welcomed the oppor-
tunity to avoid it:

Masculinity was the size of your dick and whoever was able to get
girlfriends in high school. It was very competitive. And it's interesting
since I was significantly unsuccessful in my quest to be a teenage stud
[With] girlfriends, that is. It was easy to get the sluts. That might have
some association today. I can't function in a real bar. I can't pick up a
woman. [In the clubs] the pressure's off. I have to be accepted. (Gary)

I don't get excited about going to your local bars and, you know, just
trying to pick up chicks and be the cool suave dude at the bar. I don't like
using the lines and I think the competitive nature of that is just sort of
silly to me. The girls at the strip joints might be there not only to talk to,
they're there because they're working. They have a reason to be there.
There's financial considerations pushing that and they'll talk to you
whether you're black, you're big, you're fat, you're small, you're forty-
six or you're twenty-four. (David)

Conversation took very different forms when it was with a group of
men rather than an interaction between a single man and a dancer.
With large groups, I found that the talk was often more demeaning of
the dancer, her body, or women in general or more sexualized; indeed,
the talk became part of this competition at times and this was one of the
reasons that many regulars preferred to visit the clubs alone.

Although less directly remarked on than the other motivations,]
some men were searching not just for personal acceptance of who they j
are (or fantasize themselves to be) but also for acceptance of their sexual/
desires. In addition to the customers who enjoyed the everyday conver-J
sation about work, current events, their family, or any number of other
topics, I also interacted with a number of men who seemed thrilled by
the thought of "talking dirty" with a woman about sexual things. When
I first began working in strip clubs, I found myself rather frequently
telling tales of fictional sexual exploits or verbally creating fantasies for
these customers for money.11 As such conversations and terms are
clearly inappropriate between strangers in the everyday world (and
even sometimes between lovers), the fact that we could engage in such
talk with impunity was relaxing and enjoyable to some.

Male customers also told dancers things they claimed they had never
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told their wife or lover, usually specific fantasies or experiences that they
thought the other women in their life would not appreciate or under-
stand. In this way, my simultaneous positioning as an exotic dancer
tremendously benefited my goals as a researcher, as customers told me
that they did not feel the need to censor their language or ideas. At
times, the desires the customers expressed were simply to look at fe-
male anatomy without shame or apology. Many men told me stories
about not being allowed to look at their wife's or partner's body this
way. Paul, Gary, and Saul gUxmentioned thatjthey_had been made to feel
like "perverts^ numerjjmtimesjbecause of thei.rJlH^£u*islicIldesires_to
look at womejxjxxth atliome and on the street.

Other men wanted to express their desires verbally, but not neces-
sarily to act on them. One regular customer was an older married man
who considered himself and his wife to be "very Catholic." He enjoyed
coming to Diamond Dolls and telling me his sexual fantasies, which he
felt he could not share with his wife. His fantasies were fairly standard
pornographic fare that I did not personally find upsetting or surprising.
Still, he experienced these fantasies as quite deviant and was relieved to
find a nonjudgmental ear. At other times, customers had fantasies they
wanted to share that had caused extreme reactions in the past from the
other women in their life. A man at the Pony Lounge, for example, took
me into the VIP room and begged me to anally penetrate him with my
high-heeled shoes. When I refused, he became very distraught and told
me his wife had left him because she felt that he was a "pervert" because
this was what he wanted. Another married man came to the same club
several nights in a row, each night offering more money in an attempt to
find someone who would have sex with him after work while wearing a
strap-on dildo. He told me that he was certain his wife would leave him
if he asked her to do so, yet that he still found this fantasy compelling.
The dancers may not have accepted his actual offer, and to my knowl-
edge none did, yet the expression of his fantasy did not lead to rejection
within the confines of the club and he was provided with information
about anal sex in addition to a forum for aural fantasizing.

Many of the customers were also very concerned with seeking wom-
en's approval and even enjoyment of the sexual practices they found
appealing or the beliefs they held. Certainly, in some cases, the idea that
dancers would be more accepting of their sexual fantasies was based on
the men's ideas about the ethical inadequacies of •women who would
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dance nude or otherwise work in the sex industry. Joe, for example, said '
that dancers were less likely to pass judgment than other women be- >
cause of their stigmatized position: "They're not going to tell you j
what's right or wrong because here they are, dancers!" Gary made sev-
eral references to dancers as "sluts," the kind of "girls" that he could
"get" when other women rejected him. At other times, however, men
who were involved in an alternative lifestyle or who had risque fantasies
did not seem to be drawn to dancers by a belief in the dancers' immor-
ality; rather, they genuinely appreciated women who could be open and
honest about sex and sexual desire. Swingers12 sometimes visited the
clubs, with or without their partner, as did individuals who had ideas
slightly different from the norm about monogamy and heterosexual
relationships.

Most of the customers I interacted with did not want to feel as if they
were forcing a dancer to do something against her will. Several of the
men said that they had left clubs in which they felt the dancers were
unhappy or coerced in any way. Charles said, "If the dancers are, or at
least appear to be, enjoying the experience, then I will also." Joe said, "It
makes it easier to enjoy yourself when you feel like the person is doing it
because they want to." Ross told of a "painful" experience when he was
the recipient of a new dancer's first, awkward private dance. Though
the men usually realized that the women were dancing because of the
financial benefits, they did not want to feel as if they were taking advan-
tage of someone or making her feel uncomfortable, and, as mentioned
earlier, a belief in the dancer's genuine desire to disrobe in public helped
maintain a pleasurable fantasy of sexual transgression.

If there was any effort at all at performing enjoyment on the part of
the dancers, however, many customers were readily willing to be con-
vinced, even when there was evidence that the women were financially
disadvantaged. There certainly were exceptions, such as Gary, who
wanted to see girls who were new to the business and who were espe-
cially young, inexperienced, and nervous. There were also men who
eroticized the women's poverty, "desperation," or "hard luck." Nev-
ertheless, it would be a mistake to overlook the complexities of the
men's desire. In an illuminating passage about pornography, Constance
Penley writes: "What's in the hearts of men according to porn? A Uto-
pian desire for a world where women aren't socially required to say and
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believe that they don't like sex as much as men do" (1997:107). What is
in the hearts of men in a strip club? In many instances, a customer
would express a desire for women to find him sexually attractive or
desirable, along with a desire to havejwpjagn_jjant_tym_to^ratch.
Countless times we were asked, "Does dancing turn you on?" "Are you
turned on right now?" Acting turned on, of course, was part of the
performance. Certainly, concern about a dancer's enjoyment, and
about whether she is "enjoying the experience," can work to alleviate
some men's anxiety that might otherwise be directed toward a critique
of existing systems of inequality and exploitation in labor markets.
Some of this concern, however, may also be seen as a male desire for
female sexual freedom, for women's enjoyment of their own body, and
for an acceptance of particular male sexual desires and fantasies.13

In addition to performing the role of the desiring male, customers
also sometimes clearly wanted to be the objects of desire. In an article
about men's reactions to women's sexy dressing, Duncan Kennedy
writes that some of the male excitement around this practice stems
from the fact that "the sexy dresser is doing something that the man
would do if he could" (1993: 204). The desire to be looked at with desire
and to seejinother_enj£ying one's body seem£dJrngliciUnjnany_irien's
experiences and was OjC£ajiprra^yjniade_explicit in our conversations. I
was constantly asked questions about how it felt to be a dancer, both on
the job and in other settings, for instance, and the customers were
fascinated with the details of performing. Often the men said things
like, "It must b^jurejohjweyerjbody_wantj[ou''; "How does it feel to
be perfect?"; "Is it fun to be the one up on the pedestal?"; and "I'd trade
places with you if I could." The cross-identificatory wishes being ex-
pressed in such statements are rooted in complex fantasies of power,
exposure, degradation, and idealization, some of which are explored in
more depth in the rest of the book.

\ Anxiety

The men expressed a number of different motivations for their visits to
strip clubs; they also experienced a degree of ambivalence about these
motivations and about their practices, some of which have been alluded
to above. Contrary to the assumptions of writers like Susan Edwards
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(1993), who argues that men are straightforwardly seeking power
through their use of the sex industry, many men are indeed uneasy
about their visits to strip clubs. There are many reasons for this: the
cultural shame that often arises for individuals around issues of sex,
especially around materials and experiences associated with masturba-
tion (even if masturbation does not actually take place); the social
stigma that surrounds the sex industry and its users; moral discomfort,
depending on one's religious background and other relationships with
women; and political discomfort, given the prominence of certain
strands of feminism and ideas about "political correctness" in popular
discourse, as well as one's own beliefs about how relationships should
be conducted. Some men might also find their desire for commer-
cialized sexual experiences or materials to be an unpleasant compulsion
(G. Brooks 1995; Stock 1997). Here we encounterjhejQipside of the
notion that every man is a potential customer: the idea that men who do
bebame"cuTrronieT:s~!n the sex industry are physically, socially, emo-
tionally, or morally flawed. There is stiH a forceful stereotype that "sex
workers provide sexual relief to society's 'wretched': the old, the unat-
tractive, the unpartnered," instead of to men in a variety of different
positions and with varying privileges (Queen i99yb: 130). Some of the
interviewees went out of their way to point out to'me that their sex life
was positive and enjoyable, possibly anticipating and trying to deflect

some of this stigma.
Certainly, there are some men who, on some occasions, talk openly

and with pride about their visits to strip clubs, perhaps even in a way
calculated to make others around them (especially women) uncomfort-
able. Some visits, such as bachelor parties, are seen as socially legitimate
and even as "normal" male behavior. On the other hand, men who visit
too often or who talk about using any sector of the sex industry too
openly risk censure and ostracism from friends, family, employers, and
lovers. Most of the men discussed the need for their visits to be "private
entertainment." Alex called his desire not to be seen at the clubs when
he visited alone a "healthy paranoia": "Maybe I sound like a hypocrite
saying it but I don't mind going to these places, but if I had my choice I
wouldn't hang my sign outside, you know. I wouldn't go bragging
about it. I wouldn't want somebody I know to drive by and see my truck
sitting in the parking lot, you know what I mean? People will have an
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issue with trusting you or whatever and it puts ideas in people's heads. I
keep a low profile." Negative sentiments focus particularly on men who
visit strip clubs alone, and for this reason, most of the men I interviewed
kept their solitary visits private. Even the men who waltz comfortably,
through the doors of their favorite strip club several times a "week may'f
not wish to disclose this fact to their wife or friends out of fear of]
angering or upsetting them, being thought of as pathetic, or being taken
as a pervert. Gary and Dan had been in relationships that were termi-1
nated by the woman because of this behavior.

Even when visiting the clubs for socially sanctioned occasions, the
men may not necessarily experience this as a positive exercise of power
on a subjective level. Whereas talk about women's bodies is often a j
means of bonding with other men, it may be laden with conflicting j
personal emotional meaning. Many men felt guilty, for example, be-1
cause they knew their wife or girlfriend would disapprove of their visits
to strip clubs, even as they enjoyed the male camaraderie and the sex-
ualized nature of the encounters. (The complexities of some of the
men's visits to the clubs in terms of their outside relationships and
commitments are discussed in more detail in Chapter 7.)

Finally, visits to strip clubs were usually premised on the ability to
spend significant amounts of money on tips, private dances, conversa-
tions, drinks, and cover charges. Although some men might visit a club
and spend only a few dollars on tips, men who desired longer or more
personal interactions were expected to pay (sometimes quite a lot) for a
dancer's time. Visits to strip clubs, then, could serve both (or either) to|
enhance a man's feelings of financial power and status—and thus, for/)
some men, feelings of masculinity—and / or to function as reminders o
his need for continued (or future) monetary success.

Conflicting conceptions of masculinity interact with ideas of client-
hood itself to create anxiety for some male customers. There are times,
for example, in which availing oneself of commodified sexual services is
seen as a deficit in one's masculinity; that is, having to "pay for it" is
demeaning if other men can (presumably) get the same female atten-
tion for free. Increasing commodification and concerns about authen-
ticity (a concept further discussed in Chapter 5) a*re in conflict in con-
sumer cultures more generally as well, intensifying the potential for
uneasiness with such transactions. Is a customer just a dupe being
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tricked out of his money and receiving nothing in return? Becoming and
remaining a customer, then, is a complicated process that is rife with
ambivalence.

Not surprisingly, not a single man I interviewed claimed that he visited"
strip clubs explicitly out of a desire to exercise power over women. Men
have many different motivations for visiting strip clubs that, although
related to male social power, clearly complicate this connection as well
Granted, a man buying table dances for his friends or business associates'
may indeed be expressing a particular gendered form of power, espe-
cially if his female coworkers have been excluded. A man who returns to
a strip club again and again may indeed have some problems relating to
women in his life or have a desire to degrade or dominate the women
with whom he interacts in any sphere. But then again, he may not.
Instead, hjtjnay%e"tocrkinTg-iOT-aay-:a«^ and conso-

.tions-r-T-hese different motivations influence which arenas makTctts-
tomers choose to visit and which services they seek. Men-who-Ki^ijstrip

"-ar̂  that they
look and to fantasizejathetthan to participate in~a~sexual

•\e choice oTvenue, such as a strip club over an escort service, is
\filtered through regional, religious, cultural, and personal ideas about
{morality consumption, and gender. Men's consumption practices in
strip clubs are thus premised on a range of desires, such as a desire to
publicly display a particular "masculine" self free of obligations and
commitments, a desire for "adventure" by mingling with Others who
are seen as "wild" or visiting spaces believed to be "dangerous," a desire
to feel desirable (at least in fantasy), or a desire to have a sexualized
interaction with a woman that does not involve the vulnerability of

v actual sexual activity.
Some of the services and consolations a man may seek in the sex

industry, and in strip clubs in particular, are necessary because of his
privileged position in society. Ideas^bout stoic masculinity; for example,
are_Jdealized in the workplace,_and most individuals with powerful
positions are expectedto mask their emotions. Stoic masculinity often
p^rvaHeYoIrieTaTgasofmer?s lives, however, and can prevent emotional
sharing in male friendships. Wljejti^aj^njieed^spnieone to tuffUoJar
emotional support, often it is a woman. Many dancers, for example,
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nend a great deal of their time with regulars discussing the man's wife
nd family and both his difficulties and joys in relation to them. Many

sex workers also frequently joke about really being "therapists" and
understand their jobs to be about boosting a man's ego by convincing
Him that he is desirable, masculine, and successful. As Brett pointed out,
male egos are not experienced simply as "big," but also as potentially

"fragile."
Unfortunately, there are many times when viewing or encountering

the Other is simply a means to assure oneself of the significance of one's
own projects, a phenomenon that unfortunately underlies many forms
of touristic practice more generally. Customers tended to make sense of
their visits by drawing on particular masculine traditions and on domi-
nant cultural ideologies of sex and gender. Though they may visit
spaces that pose certain challenges to dominant ideas—places that dis-
play public nudity, for example, or in which female sexuality can be
expressed almost aggressively—they also move through these spaces
with unquestionable privilege and are seldom "marked" by those visits.
Further, male practices of consumption in strip clubs, and the sex indus-^
try more generally, can also serve to maintain unbalanced power dy- /
namics in personal relationships with women, especially when they are/
used to shame or anger a wife or partner. These practices may also dravj'
on negative racial stereotypes or on a potentially destructive bifurcation
of women into madonnas and whores for their individual or collective
erotic charge.

On a microlevel of interaction, the transactions that take place in a
strip club may also be intertwined with male privilege. Male power
need not necessarily be expressed in physically dominating a woman,
and male social dominance can be (and often is) maintained regardless f
of whether j^nyj2i3nj|cj^^ As mentioned earlier, j
simply being in the presence of a beautiful woman "who appears to be
genuinely interested can boost a man's ego and restore his security in
his masculinity.14 Such a systematic appropriation by men of women's
emotional labor can indirectly support male dominance at a societal
level (Bartky 1990). Men "who visit strip clubs often are not asked to
challenge their views; even if a dancer shuns a cuStomer because of his
sexist or racist opinions, for example, there will almost always be an-
other woman who will tolerate his views simply for the financial gain. If
men do end up questioning their sexuality or their desires, they may
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look for other forms of entertainment or develop other sexual practices
Certainly, when experiences in the clubs fail for some reason to validate
customers' everyday existence, the men may develop a critical lens

through which to view their life. Thejje^Kereindfied-men-whflinJjn^
in the jdubs who were questioningjtheir_heterosexualityjpr cultural

[ ideologies about gendeFana relationships. Yet because part of the fan-
\y sold in strip clubs involves convincing men of the importance of
i their own projects, these challenges are posed only rarely. When such
[ challenges are posed, and taken seriously, strip clubs may lose their
\l for the customer.

Such an analysis of male privilege should not be seen as discounting
women's experiences of empowerment while working in the sex indus-
try. To say that social privileges influence the men's interpretation of
their experiences and the meanings of their visits does not mean that
dancers do not exercise agency in the transactions in the clubs or are not
themselves situated in complex and fluctuating networks of privilege.
This is also not to imply that commodified sexual exchanges are inher-
ently about the preservation and reproduction of male power. Rather, it
is to point out that structural inequalities between men and women and
between different classes of laborers, as well as cultural beliefs and
expectations and personal understandings of gender, influence the con-
ditions under which such transactions are carried out.

Chapter Four

The Pursuit of the Fantasy Penis:

Bodies, Desires, and Ambiguities

In "The Popularity of Pornography," Andrew Ross argues that getting
men to talk about their pleasurable consumption of pornographic ma-
terials would tell us "how capitalism's production of marketed pleasure
is variously rearticulated through people's own imaginary relations to
the daily round of work and leisure," as well as "how people variously
respond to the invitation to think of their bodies as a potential source of
achieved freedom, rather than a prison house of troublesome bodily
functions or a pliant tool for the profitable use of others, whether
patriarchs or capitalists" (1989: 207). Chapter 3 interrogated the spoken
motivations of the regular male customers and the relation of those
motivations to work, leisure, ideas of escape, and discourses of mas-
culinity; this chapter more specifically examines issues that were al-
luded to in the men's talk about their visits but not always consciously
developed: the way sexual arousal, a lack of sexual arousal, or, at times,
fantasies of sexual arousal, become a meaningful aspect of visits to strip -
clubs for some of the customers. Strip clubs obviously are designed to \e bodily responses in their patrons through louTFowEfluTTnusic,
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coloredlights_and strobes, thejivailability of alcoholic beverages, public
nudityjthe_staging and experience of desire, ancTthe possibility of sexual
^PJiSAkWhat is the connection between physicality and the discourses
of masculinity discussed in Chapter 3 that are drawn on by the men to
make sense of their visits? How are bodily responses to the dancers'
performances, or the lack of those responses, experienced and inter-
preted by the customers? After all, despite all the talk about relaxation,
the regular customers' focus on conversation in their interactions with
the dancers, the prohibitions against sexual release in the clubs, and the


