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  Introduction Branded Bodies


  Why are we so afraid of women’s bodies? Some four decades after women in most Western countries gained complete legal and equality, our societies continue to cultivate a rigorous, stage-managed loathing for female flesh. Whatever our age, race, physiotype and social status, women’s bodies are punished and policed. We are bombarded every day with countless thousands of messages informing us that we do not look young enough, slim enough, white enough and willing enough, messages that come to us subtly and not so subtly, through film, television, advertising, print media and casual acquaintance, messages from which there is no reprieve. Corralled into rituals of consumption and self-discipline that sustain a bloated global market in beauty, diet, fashion and grooming products, three quarters of women in countries where food is plentiful go hungry every day in an effort to take up as little space as possible. Even if we do attain something close to the perfect physical control demanded of us, we are aware that our bodies are not our own: we are at constant risk of sexual violence and murder; one in five women in Britain and America is a victim of rape, and the rest of us learn to live in fear of rape. We are required to appear confident and sexually available at all times, but shamed and ostracised if we express arrogance, ambition or any sort of erotic desire. Everywhere, in every part of women’s lives, physical control, self-discipline and sterile sexual display are the watchwords of a new gender conformity that is branded into our very flesh.


  Female flesh is a powerful resource. Even in societies where women now have equality on paper, it is still women who are obliged to produce, bear and raise children and perform the majority of domestic and caring tasks entirely for free, often on top of full-time paid work outside the home. In addition, over 80% of everything that is sold in developed countries is bought by women1, providing a vital engine for the consumption required to sustain neoliberal modes of production. Modern economies rely for their very survival upon women’s paid and unpaid labour, purchasing power and reproductive capacity. That women should have this much power cannot be borne; the threat of revolt is too great.


  If consumer society is to continue to exist in the manner to which it has become accustomed, it is essential that this latent power be appropriated, tamed and made docile. The ways in which contemporary capitalism undermines women’s bodies, from advertising to pornography to the structures of gendered labour and domestic conflict, are not private troubles with no bearing upon the wider world. They are necessary fetters in a superstructure of oppression that has become so fundamental to the experience of femininity that it is effectively invisible. This superstructure is vital to the very survival of the patriarchal capitalist machine. If all women on earth woke up tomorrow feeling truly positive and powerful in their own bodies, the economies of the globe would collapse overnight.


  This short book is an attempt to chart some of the ways in which women’s bodies are marginalised and controlled under late capitalism. In four chapters, covering sexuality, eating disorders, gender capital and domestic labour, Meat Market sets out some of the parameters for the trade in female flesh as sexual and social capital, and demonstrates how women are alienated from their sexual bodies and required to purchase the fundamentals of their own gender.


  In her criminally neglected The Dialectic of Sex, Shulamith Firestone identified this process as a campaign to alienate women from the “means of reproduction”. Expanding on the work of Marx and Engels, Firestone advocated “a materialist view of history based on sex itself.” It is just such a materialist vision of gender and society that Meat Market attempts to offer. What could be more material, after all, than the body and the idea of the body?


  Meat Market does not waste time apologising for feminism or explaining why feminism remains a vital strand of thinking almost a century after women began to enfranchise themselves in the battle for the vote. Other books, essays and activist groups have already begun this work in the past five years, charting the emergence of a new generation of feminist agitators across the Western world and beyond. In a spirit of respectful enquiry, Meat Market devotes space to examining some of the analytical stumbling blocks of contemporary feminist thought, including a certain poverty of materialist analysis that stifles action and closes down debate. In particular, the questions of sex work and of the status of transsexual women within the movement are raised in the hope that feminism will soon be able to move towards a greater understanding of political totality and of the practical bases of women’s oppression.


  Meat Market is not a complete survey, nor one that exists in a vacuum. This book is a part of the new feminist movement, and it is indebted to the writing of bell hooks, Shulamith Firestone, Andrea Dworkin, Gloria Steinem, Germaine Greer, Nina Power and Naomi Wolf. Nobody has written about the marginalisation of Western women’s bodies more powerfully than Wolf, whose lyrical description of the “iron maiden”of body and beauty fascism imposed upon women across the world suffers only from a hesitancy to relate the tyranny of beauty and bodily control to wider issues of labour, power and work, and to question the material basis of the idea of western femininity.


  It is not enough to locate women’s physical oppression in the sexual body, as many feminist thinkers have done. Sexual suppression, repression and oppression still occur, but they are only some of the strategies by which women’s bodies are culturally policed as sites of potential rebellion. By the late 20th century, the partial dislocation of reproduction and labour from sexual intercourse following the widespread acceptance of contraceptive methods in most parts of the West had meant that post-Fordist capitalist control of women’s gendered labour needed to be extended beyond the sexual and into the substantive, the nutritive and the semiotic architecture of gender and physicality itself.


  Late capitalism quite literally brands the bodies of women. It sears its seal painfully into our flesh, cauterising growth and sterilising dissent. Femininity itself has become a brand, a narrow and shrinking formula of commoditised identity which can be sold back to women who have become alienated from their own power as living, loving, labouring beings.


  From the moment we become old enough to want to own ourselves, the corporate cast of womanhood is stamped into our subconscious, burnt into our brains, reminding us that we are cattle, that we are chattel, that we must strive for conformity, that we can never be free. Not everything begins with sex, but this book does.


  1

  An Anatomy of Modern Frigidity


  Sex sells. That’s our justification for everything. The sex industry has become every industry

  Ariel Levy


  The sexual bodies of women are out of control. Look around: teenagers who should be drinking lashings of ginger beer and going on picnics are wearing thongs and listening to Lily Allen. Children delinquently rummage in each other’s pornographic pencil cases. Even babies are now born with the Playboy Bunny image tattooed onto their eyeballs. Their fault, the little tarts, for daring to look at the future.


  Following the publication of Ariel Levy’s Female Chauvinist Pigs in 2006, Western society finally arrived at the conclusion that the type of sexuality sold to young women in the 21st century might well be neither positive nor empowering. ‘Raunch culture’, as the mileu of lads’ mags, go-go dancing and Girls Gone Wild has come to be known, is unquestionably a strategy of control. Patriarchal capitalism really does encourage young women to engage in a culture of monetised, deodorised sexual transaction in the name of ‘choice’ and ‘empowerment’, eliding the economic basis for all sexual work, paid or otherwise.


  Resisting raunch culture, however, is not a complete answer to the marginalisation of female bodies in contemporary society. Skin mags and sexy dancing are symptoms of the problem, but they are not themselves the problem, and the strain of contemporary feminism that focuses its efforts on writing angry letters to the editors of magazines such as Nuts and Playboy is as flimsy as a stripper’s discarded thong. To understand the mechanisms of objectification and bodily marginalisation that perpetuate women’s struggle, we must cultivate a more ambitious vision of sexual dialectics.


  The other side of sexualisation


  The single story told about the sexuality of women today has them involved in a sort of abject whorishness. Adult society now acknowledges that having to grow up in a hailstorm of media messages encouraging female erotic availability might make life a little confusing for young women struggling with sexual feelings and anxious not to earn the shameful label of slut – but the same dialectic condemns young women as wanton strumpets, serial-shagging, binge-drinking and vomiting our worthless GCSEs into storm drains with our knickers around our knees. Apparently unable to glance at a glossy magazine without becoming pregnant, anorexic, or both, today’s young women are imagined as special objects of pity and contempt. This gleeful horror at female promiscuity is peddled by right and left-wing pundits alike, and has little to do with feminism.


  “There has been a change in the sexual behaviour of young women, but it isn’t as dramatic as the media make out,” said Dr Petra Boynton, a sex educator and academic. “Most young people still don’t lose their virginity until they are over sixteen. If you take the generation who are now in their forties and fifties, many of them were having an awful lot of sex as young people, much of it unprotected sex. As adults we’re very quick to look at young people and say, ‘oh gosh, aren’t they awful’, but a lot of conversations that seem to care for young people actually end up being very moralistic about their behaviour, and start becoming discussions about what they should and should not wear, say and do.”


  There is, of course, a class element to this understanding of sexual victimhood. Hand-wringing tabloid articles about teenage pregnancy are invariably accompanied by model-posed photos of furiously smoking young women pushing prams around sink estates and scowling; in respectable magazines and political rhetoric, this translates to backhanded references to ‘girls from deprived areas'. ‘Sexualisation’ is all well and good when middle-class parents order in crates of champagne for their teenagers’ ‘sweet sixteen’ parties, but utterly deplorable when hip-hop-listening working class kids attempt to Get Their Freak On. “The perception is that it’s only certain young girls who get pregnant,” explains Boynton. “It’s the bad teenage girls who get dressed up in short skirts and hit the town. Class is often associated with the worst aspects of negative sexual stereotyping.”


  In 2010, a British tabloid photographer snapped a picture of 20-year-old teaching assistant Sarah Lyons cavorting in Cardiff centre with a pair of pants around her ankles, and she temporarily became the face of female reprobation across the world. Never mind that she wasn’t exposing any naughty bits; never mind that dancing with a pair of knickers around your ankles is perfectly legal behaviour; never mind that the pants in question weren’t the ones she’d been wearing, but a comedy pair of David Hasselhoff knickers a mate had picked up in a bar. Never mind that poor Ms Lyons was on a course of antibiotics and was, in fact, stone-cold sober at the time: the new postergirl of binge-drinking man-women everywhere was suspended from her job pending a disciplinary inquiry, for the dubious crime of having fun in public.


  The newspaper in question was NewsCorp’s The Sun, whose famous page three section features topless glamour models every single day, part of a public dialectic which only has a problem with women dancing in their pants in public when they aren’t getting paid to perform. In the storm of public moral approbation that followed, columnist Quentin Letts blamed feminism for spawning “an entire generation of loose-knickered lady louts”.


  “British girls have become fat-faced ‘ladettes’, goose pimples rising on the skin of their exposed thighs as they clack-clack-clack along the pavement en route to the weekend disco, destination bonk…Older generations would call these women ‘slappers’ – and they would be right.”2


  Not satisfied with fat-shaming, mocking women’s bodies and clothes and branding us slags for any attempt to own our own sexual desire, Letts goes on to declare feminism the source of all social ills, taking detour after spluttering, purple-faced detour through teenage pregnancy, the decline of traditional marriage, drugs, free love and immigration as symptoms of this supposed pandemic of female degeneracy. It doesn’t matter that the hordes of drooling young amazons apparently roaming the streets of our glorious nation in a savage rut of bleary, boozy, bottle-brandishing dick-frenzy aren’t, actually, bothering anyone much: women still commit only 14% of violent crime in Britain and America, but we’re still blamed for engendering social breakdown, when all we ever wanted to break down were creaking edifices of moral judgement and sexual repression.


  The new fun police


  This reanimated puritanism is thrown into ghoulish relief by an insistence on the absolute libertinism of modern culture, whereby any overt challenge to the erotic orthodoxy of the advertising and porn industries is seen as somehow ‘anti-fun': a wearisome distraction from the emerging utopia of Western liberated hedonia. The frigidity of mercantile eroticism is the ghost at this feast, which is why nearly every public conversation about sexual morality fails to distinguish between consumer culture’s brutally identikit traffic in sexual signs and sex itself. The assumption behind the sententious moral message preached by ‘family values’ spokespeople is that because we are surrounded by images of erotic capital, more actual sex, in the moist and panting sense, must be being had. This is in no way the case. What surrounds us is not sex itself but the illusion of sex, an airbrushed vision of enforced fun-fisting sexuality that is as sterile as it is relentless.


  Advertising surrounds us with what are supposed to be images of sensual pleasure: from adverts for Herbal Essences to the iconic, forty-year campaign for Cadbury’s Flake bar, white women’s faces are caught in what we have come to understand as a rictus of simulated bliss, their eyes elegantly closed, perpetually turning away as if in embarrassment at the orgasmic effects of product X. But something is wrong with the picture. One of the finest modern acts of counter-culture in its purest sense is the website Beautiful Agony, a group project wherein anonymous contributors submit short videos of their faces at the point of orgasm. Watching hairy Australian biker dudes and grungy middle-aged ladies snarling, chuffing and grimacing like chimps in heat, one realises the magnitude of the lie being perpetrated by mercantile eroticism. The collected videos, hundreds of which are submitted every month, have one thing in common: none of them would make you remotely more likely to buy a bar of cornershop chocolate.


  In Jean Baudrillard’s assessment, the first task of sexual counterculture under late capitalism must be


  to distinguish the erotic as a generalised dimension of exchange in our societies from sexuality properly so called. In the ‘eroticised’ body, it is the social function of exchange which predominates. The erotic is never in desire but in signs. This is where all modern censors are misled (or are content to be misled) – the fact is that in advertising and fashion naked bodies refuse the status of flesh, of sex, of finality of desire, instrumentalising rather the fragmented parts of body in a gigantic process of sublimation, of denying the body its very evocation.3


  The ‘fragmented parts of the body’ that Baudrillard describes are a key feature of advertorial eroticism: disembodied parts, particularly of women, are fetishised as symbols of a sexuality that they cannot access. Shampoo suds run down naked torsos in soft-focus; lingerie is stretched over moronically thrusting groins; and everywhere, on book-covers and cereal packets and boxes of sanitary towels, disembodied legs in stilettoed high heels emblematise a cutesy, feminine consumer imperative that edges to replace genuine erotic impulse in as sincere a manner as that in which O’Brien in George Orwell’s 1984 vowed that the party would destroy the orgasm. To paraphrase Orwell, if you want a vision of the future of feminism, imagine a high heel coming down on a woman’s face – forever.


  Learning erotic capital


  The distinction that Baudrillard draws between erotic capital and sexuality itself must be understood as a real feature of contemporary sexual mores. Young people growing up with pressure to perform in every aspect of their lives find themselves aping a robotic capitalist eroticism that has little to do with their own legitimate desires.


  I have a vivid memory of being impelled, as a grumpy fourteen-year-old, to take part in a musical competition with other girls in my school year in which we all performed a version of a popular music video in front of the rest of the school, in the name of ‘House Spirit'. My vote was for the Offspring’s “No Feelings”, but it was eventually decided that we would all dress up in ‘schoolgirl’ outfits (as distinct from our actual uniforms) and attempt to recreate Britney Spears’ “Baby, One More Time”.


  Those at a delicate stage of adolescence were provided with toilet-roll pneumatic breasts; we drew fake freckles on top of our real ones with biro and, when the day came, lip-synched along to the lyrics imploring a vague male cipher to perform unspecified acts of casual sexual violence. The crowd went wild. We hadn’t been good; we hadn’t even ballsed it up so concertedly badly that we deserved points for sheer shambolic brilliance. It was a whining, mal-coordinated pageant of teenage sexual mimicry made worse by the presence of three perky stage-school girls blowing bubblegum at the front row and flashing their knickers. Like Britney, who at the time had yet to commit the transgression of finishing puberty, we were a bizarre drag act riffing on a plasticized version of adult sexuality. We got the biggest cheer of the evening.


  We were disqualified.


  What our act expressed too vividly for the parent-judges to countenance was our innocent anxiety to involve ourselves in culture of mandatory sexual performance. We had learnt from an early age that our bodily desires were the lesser part of our sexual development: far more important, for young people, is the creation and maintenance of erotic capital.


  Adolescent sexuality, as understood and marketed by older generations, has become a ritualised act of erotic drag: a grim, unsmiling duty of knowing looks, coquettish pouting and occasional listless fucking to be undertaken by any young person wishing to advance themselves socially – or economically. Young people are not merely in the thrall of a culture of porn and advertising that seeks to sexualise us; we have always been more than simply a target market. What many of us understand quite profoundly is that sexual performance and self-objectification are forms of work: duties that must be undertaken and perfected if we are to advance ourselves.


  Pornography is a part of this language of erotic duty, and any discussion of the ‘pornification’ of contemporary youth culture must be understood in this context. The porn industry is worth some $14bn in America alone, and the explosion of online pornographic material freely available to young consumers provides a chorus for the consumer masquerade of paranoid, ritualised, repetitive heterosexuality. Feminist academic Dr Nina Power explains that “the early origins of cinematographic pornography tell a very different story about the representation of sex… one that is filled less with pneumatic shaven bodies pummelling each other into submission than with sweetness, silliness and bodies that don’t always function and purr like a well-oiled machine.”4


  Power is right: when faces can be seen at all, nobody in modern pornography looks like they’re having much fun.


  The ubiquity of this blandly violent interpretation of pornography can be extremely bewildering for young people. Steeped in the shaming propaganda of our elders and bereft, for the most part, of any alternative educational or cultural models of sexuality, many of us begin our carnal adventures by attempting to reproduce the motifs of porn.


  Young men as well as young women are undermined by this grinding, relentless erotic model. I know at least one young man who, during his first sexual experience with a woman, was horrified to discover that he had not been expected to pull out and ejaculate on his partner’s face. He had understood from watching pornography that the experience was what all women wanted.


  The formal rules of late capitalist pornography are the fulcrum of modern sexual affectlessness: an endless parade of disembodied cocks going into holes, a joyless, piston-pumping assembly line of industrial sexuality that seeks constantly to monetise new limits of ‘hardcore’, to milk more cum, to stretch sphincters wider and open orifices to double, triple, quadruple loads of faceless genital meat. Naomi Wolf described in 1991 how pornographic signs had come to “people the sexual interior of men and women with violence, placing an elegantly abused iron maiden into the heart of everyone’s darkness, and blasting the fertile ground of children’s imaginations with visions so caustic as to render them sterile. For the time being, the myth is winning its campaign against our sexual individuality.”5


  Entropy and irony


  Much of the process by which the motifs of modern pornography have entered mainstream culture is excused by blithe claims on the part of producers and advertisers that this brutal objectification of young bodies is somehow ‘ironic'. The excuse is feeble; the irony, however, is real. The pastiche of sexuality adopted by ambitious young people is nothing if not ironic: how could we be at all self-aware and not comprehend the blackly comic alienation of erotic work?


  Irony is, in fact, one of the few authentic motifs of Western erotic culture in the early 21st century. A sort of kitsch, tongue-in-cheek naughtiness is relentlessly marketed at children and adults alike, from the peddling of ‘Lolita'-themed bedspreads and schoolbags to the revival of ‘burlesque’ which has been translated from its roots in working-class protest theatre to a tastefully bourgeois package of sexual objectification, wrapped in feather-fans and expensive corsetry.


  As popstars and presenters clamour for their turn with the nipple tassels, businesswoman and burlesque superstar Dita Von Teese extemporises on what she calls ‘The Art of the Tease": “I sell, in a word, magic. Burlesque is a world of illusion and dreams and of course, the striptease…. As a burlesque performer, I entice my audience, bringing their minds closer and closer to sex and then -- as a good temptress must -- snatching it away.”


  The ‘tease’ is a cry from the heart of the capitalist sexual manifesto. What is sold is precisely illusion: a campy, peek-a-boo frigidity that leaves the consumer dazzled and insatiate.


  Apologists for burlesque as an art form tend to enthuse about the ‘empowering’ nature of the ‘tease’, which lost all of its underground credentials the moment bourgeois gyms started offering keep-fit burlesque classes. Polestars, one of the largest companies to run such classes in the UK, claims to offer “a chance for the modern-day woman to learn the old art of seduction and improve your body… release your inner minx in saucy burlesque style!”.


  Sometimes one’s inner minx just doesn’t want to come out and play nicely. I lasted six months as a teenage burlesque dancer before all the saucy smiling started to make my face hurt.


  Bunny and the brand


  The sudden ubiquity of the Playboy Bunny logo perfectly exemplifies this cutesy alienation of marketable erotic signs from the sweaty reality of sex. In the early 21st century, the Bunny began an inexorable hop into the mainstream, appearing on pencil cases, hairslides and other products marketed at children. Feminist campaigners were the first to respond, with worthy projects such as “Bin the Bunny” attempting to educate young girls about the harmful nature of the porn industry; next, the family values brigade hijacked the Bunny as a symbol of moral decline. British Conservative leader David Cameron spoke out against the rabbit in his election campaign of 2010, explaining that “when you see a little girl wearing a T-shirt with a Playboy bunny, that’s wrong, isn’t it?”


  But the Playboy empire itself has long been in decline. In the half-century since Gloria Steinem went undercover as a House Bunny to expose the mawkishly misogynist vision of white, submissive heteronormativity peddled by the playboy empire, Hefner has been far less successful as a pimp and pornographer than as a branding expert; even the revolving population of Playmates themselves are largely ignored by the popular press, the cotton-tail and flouncy ears looking droopy and dated in the harsh light of 21st-century celebrity. When, in 2009, the Playboy empire went up for sale, buyers were more interested in the logo than in the rest of the crumbling, impotent company: “there is more to this brand than just sex,” Kelly O’Keefe, a branding specialist at Virginia Commonwealth University, told Reuters. “There is sophistication, there is lifestyle, and there is freedom.”


  Sophistication, lifestyle and freedom are worlds away from the fumbling, awkward, sticky revelations that necessarily accompany one’s first decade of sexual experience. Fantasy is, of course, deeply implicated in the physicality of sex, which takes place at the panting border between dream and secretion, but the Playboy Bunny emblematises the absolute dislocation of fantasy from physical fact. The Bunny brand is a Lacanian play of signs bouncing blithely away from any signifiable sexuality.


  It can hardly be argued that the ubiquity of the Playboy Bunny logo or its popularity with young girls are positive developments, but it must be understood that what is being objected to here, as elsewhere, is not sex, but symbol: the black-and-white, lipless, featureless symbol of a perky, prosthetic sexuality whose alienation from the flesh and intimacy of real sex can be mass-produced. At root, Bunny orthodoxy is repulsed by human personality, as Hefner himself explained: “Consider the kind of girl that we made popular: the Playmate of the Month. She is joyful, joking, never sophisticated… we are not interested in the mysterious, difficult woman.”


  The Bunny symbolises erotic capital as distinct from the lived experience of flesh. As a sign, it overwhelms the sexual encounters it has come to signify. A 2010 survey of unmarried Americans between 18 and 29 revealed that many have little knowledge of even common contraceptive methods such as condoms and the pill, but when we first saw the Bunny on our lunchboxes, we had a naughtily amorphous understanding of what it was supposed to mean. And one thing is certain: when a fifty-year-old rubber-stamp rabbit in a bow-tie becomes an internationally recognised sign for the mummy-and-daddy dance, it’s safe to say that something has gone horribly wrong with our understanding of sexuality.


  Starving hearts


  What is at play here is a horror of flesh: a rubberised capitalist repugnance for the meat and intimacy of human sexuality. Modern censors are necessarily misled about the nature of consumer frigidity, because their complicity is a necessary part of the trick: the strategic alienation of sexual consumers from their erotic selves relies precisely on censorship to blur the distinction between sexual intimacy and erotic capital, only one of which can be mass-produced. Such a joyless vision of eroticism only looks edgy and exciting because the young and randy have nothing else to work with.


  Antiquated paradigms of sexual morality policed the sexuality of young people with a variety of instruments of rusty erotic torture, from tight-laced steel corsets to spiked genital casings designed to prevent young men from masturbating. Our liberated, libertine age of funtime mercantile eroticism requires us to internalise the corset and the spikes; to starve, suffer, spend, primp and perform, to take our place in a monetised pageant of sexual scarcity when, in fact, we have always lived in an age of erotic abundance.


  The ooze and tickle of realtime sex, which can neither be controlled nor mass-produced and sold back to us, threatens both capital and censorship. Shaming the choices of young people whilst bombarding us with pounding, plasticised, pornified visions of alienated sexuality creates an impression of sexual scarcity that serves both agendas. But if human beings own anything by right and birth, we own an abundance of flesh, an abundance of dirt and sex and sublimity. Only by embracing this abundance can we liberate ourselves.


  The eroto-capitalist horror of human flesh, and of female flesh in particular, is a pathology that can and must be resisted. If we are to free ourselves from this pernicious fear of flesh, we have to learn to live in our own meat. We have to reject the narrow coffin of performance and perfection laid out for young women and increasing numbers of young men, and learn to evoke and respond to our own desires. If we are ever to achieve real sexual freedom, we must be brave enough to resist the ruthless logic of performative erotic irony.


  A new model of corporate puritanism is on the march, and what is being censored on all sides is precisely Baudrillard’s “evocation of the body”. The Western female body, which seems to be everywhere on display, is in fact marginalised and appropriated by a culture of monetised sexuality that alienates us from our authentic personal and political selves.


  A note on whores and whorishness


  If we are to properly understand women’s oppression in the West today, objectification and sexual performance must be understood as work. The sexual sell is real labour, propping up a socially mandated measure of erotic capital. From the working hours devoted to the purchase and strategic application of clothes and hair and beauty products, to the actual labour of dieting and exercise, to the creation and maintenance of sexual persona, self-objectification is work, first and foremost. Female sexuality, which every day becomes increasingly synonymous with objectification, is work. And it is impossible to talk about sexuality as work without talking about sex work itself.


  One of the supreme ironies of Western gender production is that whilst the sexual sell is everywhere, the sale of sex itself still takes place in a shadowy underworld of social taboo, criminal activity and violence. One can market one’s sexuality and labour to increase erotic capital in the workplace, but prostitutes – the overwhelming majority of whom are women servicing men – are still amongst the most vulnerable and marginalised members of society. Women who do not or cannot compete in the cultural meat market and sell themselves as sexy face social consequences – but the worst thing one can call a woman is ‘whore.'


  The contemporary feminist conversation about sex work is a sea of unheard voices, private tragedy and misinformation in which moral squabbling obscures the real-life concerns of many vulnerable women. The net result of continued ideological wrangling between feminists, sex workers’ rights activists and misogynist lawmakers has left the legal status of sex work in Britain and America an unworkable, precarious Jenga tower of muddled laws and moral equivocation, wherein women who work as prostitutes are stranded in a socio-economic no man’s land, their work just about legal enough to offer a seedy but acceptable outlet for restrained bourgeois sexual mores and an economic option for women in desperate financial circumstances, and just about illegal enough that the market for commercial sex remains illicit and underground, depriving sex workers of public dignity and of the full protection of the justice system, and satisfying the prudish public drive to punish those who sell sex.


  The recent resurgence in the feminist movement in Britain in particular has seen issues such as abortion rights and the pay gap elbowed out in favour of monolithic tub-thumping about sex work. The argument has descended into a stark moral binary between a vision of sex work as an activity wholly based on free choice or – the more common feminist viewpoint – wholly exploitative. “Equality for women is a farce in a society where it is considered normal for men to buy our bodies,” said Finn MacKay of the Feminist Coalition Against Prostitution. “We can’t be free while so many of us are literally for sale. As long as I believe prostitution is a form of violence against women, then how can I work alongside anyone who promotes it as a job like any other?”


  The clunky notion that prostitution is itself violence against women – even, presumably, when both parties are male – obstructs more useful analysis. Only when one acknowledges that sex can, in theory, be sold without exploitation can one ask why it so rarely is, even in the richest societies on earth.


  Prostitution is still one of the most dangerous, stigmatised and poorly rewarded jobs that a person can do. Violence is done to sex workers by pimps, johns and punters as well as by the state in the form of police coercion. The marginalisation of the labouring bodies of sex workers is an extreme form of the marginalisation of the labouring bodies of all women. For that reason, the extension of workers’ rights to all those who sell sex should be a point of urgency for feminist activists.


  The first point of resistance must, of course, be greater legal protection for those who sell sex. Even the most ideologically divided of activists can agree on this point. In an article for the Guardian in 2010, Thierry Schaffauser, a sex worker and union activist, and Cath Elliott, an abolitionist feminist, concluded that “whilst we’ve all been busy arguing over other things, those most in need of our help continue to suffer violence. We believe the criminalisation of sex workers/prostitutes helps to legitimise those who attack them. Criminalisation of soliciting is a sexist law.”6


  In recent years, a slew of books and television programmes such as Tracy Quan’s Diary of a Manhattan Call Girl have made great show of bringing prostitution out of the shadows when, in fact, something quite different is going on. The prostitution celebrated by pop culture is bourgeois prostitution – ‘high-class’ prostitution, as the tabloids like to call it – eliding the experiences and needs of the majority of sex workers, most of whom are not bourgeois.


  Dr Brooke Magnanti of Bristol was recently forced to out herself as Belle de Jour, the former PhD student and prostitute behind the blog which turned into the book which turned into the lucrative, trashily unchallenging ITV adaptation, Secret Diary of a Call Girl, in which Billie Piper wears a variety of rump-revealing latex dresses and does a lot of heavy breathing. The show, now in its third series, has become the dominant vehicle for the Belle De Jour meme, stripping out everything that was realistic and challenging about Dr Magnanti’s blog and leaving a deodorised husk of middle-class male fantasy in which a massively undercast Piper perkily advises the audience to “work out what the client wants, and give it to him as quickly as possible”.


  The glamorisation of bourgeois prostitution, alongside complete popular indifference to making sex work any safer or more legal, betrays a persistent patriarchal anxiety to maintain a status quo that constrains and commodifies female sexuality. This easy structure of umbrage and oppression hardly offers an answer to people like Rebecca Mott, a former prostitute and abolitionist activist:


  “The torment of being prostituted has never left me. On the first night, when I was fourteen, I was gang-raped for many hours. That was the test to see if I was suitable material for prostitution. You learn that your body is there to be damaged. That you have no right to say no. That your purpose is to service men in any and every way they can think of. It is so much easier to speak only of women who appear in charge of their own working environment, rather than the reality.”


  The main element missing from the contemporary conversation about prostitution, as ever, is class. The one thing that almost no-one has asked about Belle De Jour is why a PhD student might find herself selling sexual intercourse to fund her studies in the first place. Commentators are slow to connect the glamorous fantasy of Belle with a bankrupt higher education system in which indebted students routinely live well below the poverty line to afford the degrees their future employers increasingly demand. In 2010, a report by Kingston University suggested that since the abolition of the student grant, the number of British students funding their degrees by working as prostitutes and strippers had increased fivefold.7


  Sex work is an economic question, not a moral one: in a world where shame and sexual violence are still hard currency, the normalisation of the sex industry is a symptom not of social degeneration, but of the economic exploitation of women on an unprecedented scale, in a feminised labour market where all working women are expected to commodify their sexuality to some extent. The violence done to the bodies of sex workers and the moral marginalisation of prostituted women impacts on all women, everywhere.


  The ubiquity of female sex work as fact and as social narrative affects women who are not sex workers, because under late capitalism, all female sexuality is work. The labouring sexual bodies of prostitutes are hated, feared and punished by society at large as part of a culture that understands female sexual objectification as labour whilst remaining terrified of the notion of women gaining real control over the proceeds of that labour. Why else has the idea of ‘pimping’ become a shorthand for cool over the past decade? Women must remain alienated from the means of sexual labour and reproduction, so it is vital that we remain alienated from our sexuality, even if it’s our main means of survival in the meat market of modern capitalism. Popular culture reminds women that the sale of sexual signs is precarious as well as crucial, and that even if we get it completely right – even if we work out how to give the clients exactly what they want – we will never be allowed to own our sexual bodies.
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