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Body Talk -
Revelations of Self and Body in
Contemporary Strip Clubs

Katherine Frank.

I'spend a lot of time preparing before I go onstage at a strip club,
which seems almost counterintuitive—spending all day getting ready
to take off your clothes. Preparation is ongoing, of course—most
dancers have regular salon appointments for manicures, pedicures,
facials, body scrubs, waxing, highlights or coloring, or hair exten-
sions. Many dancers also spend a lot of time in the gym. Buta \\_'ork
day has its own routine, at least for me. Early in the day, I go running,
AR usually only two miles since I'll get lots of exercise later on. I eaEtOILf;
‘ large meal mid-day (so that I won’t be too full later but also \INOLI tc{); a
too hungry), and start drinking my eight glasses of water. . e{i—_ 0
tanning booth for a short session, and then do my ﬂ(?or exerliJ oy
stomach crunches, push-ups, and stretches. Whe.n it gets Ckin in the
shift I wash and condition my hair and exfollatff mya(sl—that way
shower, I don’t have to shave because I always wax lnstfd your bikini
you don’t grow any nasty stubble or razor bumps arz]l(l in for fiftee?
area. After showering I apply self-tanner, let ltislot that dry as V¢
minutes, and then apply scented body lotion and i€
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 for chips in ¥ nail or tocnail polish. | c!ncck for stray
Jhite ) cheek’ ubic linc, ankles, cycbrows. Idry my hairand setitin
pits 100 "%cn, still undressed, Lapply stage make-up to my body
parge ™ chl-)miscs' blemishes, ingrown hairs, or (.hscolomhons. I fol-
,Co\frullgl anall-over bronzer—it would be casier and less messy if
lowthis {"“ lbakc in the tanning bed for longer, but I'm trying to
‘couk? l“s; skin damage from ycars of dancing. While the body
jinimize the [ apply perfume on my pulse points and then begin
nake-uP SClsl’l' facial make-up. A bit of concealer, MA.C. stage
putting on er,w pencil, cycshadow in several colors, white cycliner,
owdeh ¢ mascara, tinted powder on my checks, lip liner, lip-
park eyelined q , Hly glitter to my body until after I do my face—it is
tick, T waut toi{)]lcl to :g,ct off your hands. I don’t always use glitter, but
do 1 apply it to my chest, stomach, and butt, and
my arms and legs. I usually use glitter with a gold tone,
“Slfﬂy onks 3\nnn under the black lights. After the glitter, I wash my
which 10(:1 take out the rollers (it's okay if the remaining glitter gets in
hands a Usine a hand-held mirror and the full-length one, 1 do a
Ygddmel:)r‘ee check of my body, looking for anything I might have
2 o]
n“&‘;‘(};en I drive to the club, where I'll have time for a touch-up
before having to take the stage for my :shift—-a bit more lotion, per-
fume, O \anilla-scented body oil, hpst'lck—and another 360—degr,ee
body check. The lights, of course, will per.fect .the work that I've
Jlready done. I selecta costume fr01.n the ChOlf:eS in my locker—long
oo\\‘nSJ, two-piece bikinis, a schoolgirl outht with a ridiculously short
:kirt, cocktail dresses in black, white, and red. The dress, of course,
I'll be taking off. But the accessories I choose will remain, as they are
an important part of being nude, part of the costume. Our re}novab]e
estrings come ina variety of glow-in-the-dark colors, some with bead-
ing or glitter. Jewelry, including belly chains and ankle bracelets,
always looks good under the lights. High heels, sexy leather boots,
elbow-length gloves, boas, thigh-highs, garters . . . And, of course, a
nice, small purse that matches my outfit for storing the cash. Over the
course of the night, I retumn every so often to the dressing room to
make touch-ups and change outfits. Dressing, undressing, dressing,
undressing—for an eight-hour shift.
At the end of the shift, I change once more—into sweatpants—

and head home to count my money, shower, and climb into bed . . .
naked.

- Nudity, ithas been argued, lies in the eye of the beholder and not simply
nthe exposure of the body’s surface, and what constitutes nakedness is gener-
yseen by anthropologists as varying by context and culture. The implication
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of thisvariation, and in the nee.d fora “witness” re
is not just a state of being, b.ut is, rather, a socia] p
in which nudity is commodified, standardized, ang regulat 5, g5, iy
revelations are sought and purchased, provide a dynam'Ed-a dwle: Ve, !
production of nudity and its meanings. Drawing on ethn:)C l]lushatiorf bOdily
USS. strip clubs, this chapter explores the ways that nudj "phig 1o, ) Fih
trolled, and made profitable by the state, the clubs, ang the dls T
here is on strip clubs that feature female dancers and ¢4 tert ANcers py o0,
sexual male audiences, though these are not the only kin(z]pnmari] ) Oy,
tence. In addition, 1 examine some of the dynamies of o of Clubs ; .
revelation in interactions between exotic dancers ang their (C’HCealm n 31:3
cially as these are shaped by gender and social class. Ustomer, e5pe
Some recent writers on striptease have taken an almgt cele
the performances givfn} by strippers, arguing that they Chanengeraeo?i View o
and can liberate participants from existing systems of inequality orn €I Toleg
malizing or moralizing discourses. For instance, Dahlia Schweitzer
“[s]trip joints provide one of the few outlets in which womep, e
challenged command over their bodies. Women freely express thej, .. "
in an environment that upholds their authority over it” (2001 72) Ssiex%ah
Frederick Schiff argues that “nude dancing in commercig] pul;licmllarly,
scems to represent the most widespread and direct challenge to PUrital:l aces
prictics” (1999: 16). pro-
While I agree that stripping can feel liberating to the dancers anq t, the
patrons who visit strip clubs to watch them, I do not see striptease as it currently
exists as an unproblematic challenge either to puritan morality or to existing
social systems of privilege. In fact, striptease becomes meaningful precisely
because of the fact that it can be figured by participants as a site for the
expression of freedom from social controls at the same time as it is regulated,
sanitized, and controlled in the interest of profitability. Now, granted, the sex
industry is indeed a potential site for challenging social norms and assump-
tions about gender, sexuality, desire, and relationships. For many women who
have worked as dancers, including myself, strip clubs have led to increased
comfort with their own sexuality and with female bodies, and to new_under-
standings of female virtue and freedom (Frank 1998, 2002b; Funari 1997;
Johnson 1999; Mattson 1995; Queen 1997; Reed 1997). As Margz‘n‘ret Dr'a'gu,il
former stripper, and A. S. A. Harrison write, stripping can be surprlifllg lYt
conservative,” yet “in spite of its conformist ideas about itself and se.xuai ;tqyiso |
has always been able to make room for visionaries” (1988: 20). Da“”"%vm;en
a significant source of income for many women, 'at'tractmg ymiﬁﬁcntsaﬂ
wishing to rebel against middle-class norms of femininity, college Sq g
single mothers who want a flexible work schedule an('l decent I")lii);ed s |
dicts, writers, artists, and professionals. Because of their nlarg““s o are S
strip clubs and other adult entertainment venues attract customer ( chas
radicals and outcasts (Califia 1994) as well as more conse

al or iy, :
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categorize all women as Madonnas or whorcs, for cxample). As
¢ notes in the introduction, and as somc of the contributors to this
pand upos, bodily sur'fa.ccs are at times used to transgress cmbodied
options and contest the existing moral order of a community, Yet at the
Crm‘etime it is important to recognize the many ways that social inequalitics
me der,’class, and race, as we!l as extremely conservative idcologics about
dity and sexuality in the U.S., influence both the production and consump-
nu 5 exotic dance. In this way, nudity is not necessarily or unproblematically
tlonhicle of social contestation, but can also provide a means of reinscribing
2 vevery categories upon which the status quo rests.
the ] began researching strip f:lu'bs in 1995 ar.ad worked as an exotic dancer off
4nd on for six years during .tlus time; thus, this chapter is drawn from a much
Jarger project on the meanings and uses of cornmodiﬁed sexualized services.
In 1997-98, 1 conducted fieldwork in ﬁ}fe strip clubs in a fairly large south-
eastern city which [ call La'urelton, work-mg overa peri.od of fourteen months
asanude entertainer. As stnip clubs are highly s.trz'mﬁed in terms of “classiness,”
[ selected sites that ranged from the most prestigious clubs in the city (offering
valet parking, luxurious at.mospheres, expensive lighting and sound systems,
Jozens of dancers on multiple stages, etc.) to lo.wer-tier “dive” bars (clubs that
are dimly lit, sparsely furnished, and located in red-light districts or simply
known as smaller neighborhood venues).! Though the degree of nudity varies
in strip clubs around the country, Laurelton laws allowed the dancers to strip
completely (though these performances were regulated, as will be discussed).
Dancers were each required to give stage performances for tips; they were also,
however, expected to circulate amongst the customers to sell “private” table
dances for $10 a song. Depending on the rules and layout of the club, the
dancer might disrobe on a customer’s table so that he could view her from
below, on the floor between his legs while he was seated, or in front of his chair
on a slightly raised platform. A club might have between one and four stages
with dancers on each, and any number of nude women might be performing
amongst the audience at any given time. The largest club also staged a manda-
tory spectacle each evening where every dancer in the club was required to
disrobe simultaneously, regardless of whether or not she was being paid. The
clubs in Laurelton that allowed full nudity prohibited any contact between
dancers and customers during their dances and these rules were usually strictly
enforced. Significantly, the prohibition of contact was also important to many
of the customers that I interviewed and interacted with, as these men generally
realized that other venues existed that would allow contact and had con-
sciously avoided those sites.

At each of the selected clubs, I went through the application, audition,
and training process as would any new entertainer and worked a variety of
shifts to gain access to a range of different customers, employees, and experi-
ences. Actually working as an entertainer meant that I was subject to the same
rules and regulations as the other dancers, facing the possibility of either

en who
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ol h shift and .
tion by mers eac and learn
e ific to the work. My employme::ga lt]}:)e
Wed m

. the custo
GCCCPt'anCc (:;j techrliqu s bodi]y
mers butalso 10 all of the spaces of the | .
a oo speak cers, Managers, floormen, DJs ;dl‘l’b, and
as 3 < as well as the patrons. I also conducted thirty nm]ﬁer]tlse )
dcpxh interviews m" rf:g“‘ar ma-le ]c.u?torgers %f the.St"P clubs in \\l')hfi}éll]n‘
worked, asking questions aboufsexua i} g]an g-er:j o Work.and money, fam‘lI
jntimate relationshipss and tl}exr use of the sex1n u(s;r)’- T}lls f:hapter obvi(,ul ]Y.
cannot 40 justice 10 the variety of experiences and motivations expres dSy
at is not My intention. Rather, I focus here e by
tyin these particular venues, espe Cia]];?nthe
an

the interviewees, and o
roduction and meanings of nudi

inlcmctivc context.
ing Nudity

Clubs
¢ that distinguishes strip clubs from other

kinds of bars and nightclubs (though this boundary may be disappearing with
some of the incrcasingly risqué fashions for women) and the focus on sex.
ualized Jooking in a ublic atmosphere that differentiates the steip club from
many other forms of adult entertainment such as pornography, prostitution
and oral or manual release in a massage parlor. Yet the desire to visit strip clubs,
is more than just 2 desire to passively see women'’s bodies, even for the most
yoyeuristic of customers. There are many ways to potentially “see” naked
\\'mncn-—pccping, viewing pomography, reading medical texts, or developing
intimate relationships with them, for example. These visits, then, must also be
qeen as expressing desire to have 2 particular kind of experience rooted inthe
complex network of relationships between “home,” “work,” and “away,” an
experience that I have elsewhere analyzed as “touristic” (Frank 2002a). Touris-
tic practices, according to sociologist John Uy, “involve the notion of ‘depar-

ure.” of a limited breaking with established routines and practices of everyday
life and allowing one’s S€nses to engage with 2 set of stimuli that contrasts with
the everyday and the mundane” (1990: 2). The sights that are gazed uponare
hey offer “distinctive contrasts” with work and home and also
cially through daydreaming and fantasy;

gand Produc

Contcxtualizing Nudity in Strip
It is a focus on bodily exposur

chulatin

chosen because t

because “there isan anticipation, espe
of intense pleasures, either on a different scale or involving different scnses

from those customarily encountered” (1990: 3). The behavioral structures 0
everyday life are indeed inverted for many customers inside the clubs; for

“W’}P_]t‘. women do the approaching rather than the men and thus face the
possibility of rejection; women “ask” to be looked at naked (“Would you lke ”
b?y 2 .t(ab!e flaslcc?"); and usually privale performances of sexual desire o
sexualized display of the nude body are suddenly made public.

I

e zurther, Whie
1 e . M . AH ¥, 1
intimate relationships between individuals may be covertly fac']'umd Wil
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ey hneveryday veating roslede e elubs this factlitation is Dlatant, fimmedic
mulltyld e Jewn apologetic (thouglno lews complicated I ity various emacts
ale, :Ilr:) Nuclity serves s i ylm,ul remdinder of these sock) versionsea sign of
el erence of he setting from work and lome ns well ay the difference of
the d,'“::m and the hehavioral codes that govern (e exchanges,
¢ o o stelp el iy be tonrlstie for e male customers, and eves for
le reghlars iy mu!lunlnrl|mlifln;1:|'wu)lm, ill I8, fiest andl forcuumlt, a workplace
for the dancen. Grmted, sl I”l”"h ay be i means of rebellion for youny,
women Jn addition to behg o er ative Job, expectally for those In the middle
ey ('ranik 20020y; ]ulnmfun l )'))). On e otlier hand, the fact remains that
e parfes o the Irunuucm‘lm xlnc coming lo the encounters with different
p”rpmwu-llmmcn for leisure, the wainen for l:alm(. Phese different purposes
and meanings ore nol rnlolud I essential gender dlﬂ'crcnc'cs; rather, they are
formed by labor rchuzqns ns well ay social positiony (including, but not
fimited to, gender). Certainly these categories of worker and lefsure seeker are
pot shsolute: customiers iy cum]ncl‘r‘bns:m:ss activitics at strip clubs, for
cmqu&,undlunmIC|miulucrsurc;Qso§vnrkcrs|||0H|c(urcngs.ljkeudsc,thcrc
iy be some dancers for whom stripping fecls more like Ieisure than work, at
Immlmlccnuh:duym:nululnrgc(xnlqnnscntuflhciuhllu«ﬂvcscugnghu;hx
kawnwwmwdehkﬂumfdmmh@ukdmhdegcmwmﬁm;ﬂmt
iug,huvhq;ﬁnl(nrzﬂlcuml;q)pcurUIgl(ﬁ,rulq,cspccia"y,bciugllndrcsscd.ikl
in the fmmediaey of the encounter, the money nearly always flows in one
direction only=from the customer 1o the dancer (until later, when the dancer
lsasked to pay the establishment a cat of her camings), Fusther, even thougha
man nay be conducting aform of husiness on the premises, it is usually
preciscly beeinse this space is inlierently “not work” for Dim that it has been
dmwm1hnmwhﬂconc0rMuhnfﬂw]mnkhmnmknnwlmnwcﬁmlnmybc
“pliying” at any given time, this play iy finmly situated within a larger frame.
work of cultural and edonomic refations, o
Itis within this framework tlat the dineers’ bodily revelations become
mMMmﬁmumen@pumwththmnmhwnndMchchb&NN&WJJ
course, g and assortinient of sometimes conflicting meanings in the contem.
porary U.S. aud e at different times (and to different observers) signify a
varlely of things, including bt not Jimited to innocence, naturalness, authen-
lkﬂy.vuhncnﬂﬂl“y,scxun];u»vcr,INIHI,rcvcluﬁo:lof(nlc%i|n1crsclﬂ1|u1nihu-
tion, degradation, n lack of scl-respect, immorality, sexual accessibility, and a
Preiide to sexial netivity, 16 see someone without clothes, especially in a
Public welting, can (hug be confusing (even if expeeted) and requires inter-
pretation by the participants involved. Anne Hollander argues that humans
vve fvented both tlie notion of the “maturaliess of nudity” and that of the
n\nN ¢ cdlfcng of nmlily"' (1975), and these kirlt[s of interpretations reemerge in
iy elementy of sirip cluly exclianges and in the debates that erupt about
lldrcﬁM¢ncc.ShnﬂuﬂyﬁnllnsknhulhﬁﬂrkyP*nﬁohtpohﬂsomulhata1xuadox
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emeisos i epposition between clothing ang nud;
an culture hay both Hellenistic and
Peemola to explain,

! ty due to th
Hebraic roqy. As Denenif:clgg;ft Weg

In Western 3};0:1,;11!'& Hellenistic toots, o

ernce for nudity based upon the ability to
phivncatalility o ree beyond all robes, veils, and coverin
i it exaed paticulan™ L, Getting to *{l,e nak
Fettng wndressed, petting free of clothin
dlothed 1 2 privation. In Westem, thaugl
hand, we aho have a reverence for tl;
of bumamty. "Clothing prevails as 2
vset of whetever the hunan figure

1 the one hang

. » \\c h .

see the naked tm”""a:telz :\'er-
ety

ed | 0 the thingih‘;

5 From l!:is perspcct]i)\:: CESS of
it s Hebrajc T00ls, op hé "y
¢ condition of bcing clothed a ey

L . Sa
1 absolute, Pemniol, Sugpests :.“l;mrk
L  “When.
A : 15 assumed to be eSSentia]Iy \ en
when there i the belicf that human essed,

beings are humap, that s ;
. 13t is dis;
ammals, by virtue of the fact that they wear clothes” . Gepipg oo o

: -+ Getting 1,
v a process of getting dressed, pulting on clothing, Frop, thisgperihe lr'uth
bewg naked v a privation. (Hal] 2001: 70) Pective,

Public nudity is embedded in a host of additi
ey, asain often ambivalent and freque
pewet and vontiol, Stripping an individual o
wililary action, a punitive measure, or a mean
stood asa means of exercising power. At the s
of parposefully shed their clothes in public

wiatized and seen as dangerous (powerful?) or pathological—“trenchcoaters”
sieakens, nudity, stuppers. Prohibitions on nudity have long been seen as pa,rt
of societys repression of natural sexuality and the body, both in academic
theaes and in folk understandings; thus, nudity can appear as transgressive,
cven dangetons to the civilized order. Patrons, being subjects to and of the
wame ditounes as other individuals, also bring ideas about nudity as transgres-
sive, dangenous, and Liberati ng to their visits to strip clubs and their encounters
with dancers. The notion that strip clubs were somehow an expression of a

onal symbolic 4,
ntly revolving arq
f his or her clothes g5 5 form of
s of humiliation widely unde,.

ame time, people whe Willingly
are often criminalized o stig-

d emotiom]
und igsyeg of

tanseultural, trandistorical, *natural” male sexuality that was repressed in
cvenilay Ble was unportant to many of the customers (despite the fact that
tiete zre ey men who do not find the elubs appealing). Similarly, the idea
that strin ¢dubs wese places in which one was at risk for physical or moral
tantatamahion was alsg mothating and eroticized for the regular customers.
Men whio &l ded suip clubs, on the other hand, often claimed to see them s
g, tommertialised, or contrived. Customers somelimes described them-
sehes as "advonturer,” dancers as “brave” and “wild,” and strip clubs them-
sehves s plices “outside of the law” (Frank 2002a). _ 0
Yustaip ddubs, customers alsa bring their awn sexual histories to ll;e l?i]ml»
arhions, us well oy thedr belieds about gender, sexuality, and consump o
Despute wany indnidy;) dffcrences, 1 did find pattems among l‘hc rc{;sﬂ.
tushimens, thuse imen for whom svisits fo strip clubs were a 5.18“'ﬁa"‘l] they
ualieed practice, hough few of the men claimed to be religious, and =
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tming) expressed spport for e dancen’ right to disrole and fhe
ovchhc‘ H.l. oo sueh ek thelr enthustsm vsially guickly waned when |
aalralnes fow ey would feel I 10 was o wile or daughier onstage, Many of
K¢ ‘bm“.”mmers clatmed 1o be marded 1o very comservative women who
he rc‘g"l”rw.h.,llc views ahout ity and sexality than they did, "Phere were
¢ cx“.t«q for example, who stated that they were never allowed 10 Jook
ome € “f’“'"}‘.’m;r wives or partners, even during sex==l these caes, nidity
“'?”,‘,)i“,,”',w, awe-spiring, or even upselting, Iiven for those wmen
ib"‘l,bc r'm.t 1c'ccHH (0 private revelations of the female body, the fact that they
hodid I!‘W,L f‘or Jive, public performances meant that there were additional
were ’pnyl]“% cry enwrapping ielr interpretations of their encounterse=imix-
emolion ,"'{c .'m‘xidy, excitement, and desire, 1000 I8 true that “there Is no
s of bh:n:. ('>f' e body of the other without a corresponding (re)vision of
’CI'CHS.‘,”(,)M;],. 1993: 1713, some of the pleasure In these commodified
ters arises fron complicated, and concurrent, fantasies of security
o .ll;c itnalized performances of sexual difference that unfold in the
el m] Cnfasics of rupture or transgression (rooted inthe feelings of degra-
cl"!)s)m:,:ll;;crulr)ilily, and freedom that many of e customers Telt would
dﬂhon’wu Ueir own public nudity) (see Frank 2002a), '
ncco'll"]ll;é rzlnlimuhip of nudity 1o forms of power and control has long been
holstered by the regulation of bodily exposure by state and local governmenls
o the U.S,, as well as by the ways hat Ihlo'sc regulalions are proposed, imple:
mented, and debated in public forums. 'l hough 1 do not have space !lcrc to
delail the development of modern exolie dance out of ulhcr. entertainment
forms such as vandeville, l)ur]csquc,l and cabaret shows, it is important 1o
ealize that the Distory of striplease i3 |||(;r()1|g!|ly shaped by the hislf)ry of
reglation and (he conflicts !lmt s.ur‘rmu.ld sexualized displays and Iacluwmrs'm
American public enlture, 'The distinctions made between art and obscenity,
lowd or acceptable behavior, and moral or immoral forms or representations
of sexuality can be seen as ongoing arguments that are carried out in Jegal
forums, academiic treatises, publie eulture and the wedia, und living rooms
around the country. Frequently what is fndecent in one decade is common-
place in the next (think of the scandal over the bodily exposure of famous
burlesque star Lydia ‘Thompson in the late nincteenth century=she wore
lights and made them visible to an andience) (Allen 1991), yet that does not
mean that the transgressions of the day are perecived any less seriously by their
participants or (reated Jess harshly, |
Regulations against striptease have often heen justified in the name of
social control and pulic safety, Anti-burlesque campalgus, for example, sur-
faced almost immediately after the entertainment form arrived in America
from Furope during the late 18003, and continued to escalate throughout the
:?ggi:mnlk c’arl'y prolests against scxu'nliv'.cd enlertainmentoften focnscﬂ on
S Cepravily or suspected prostitulion of 'llw female }3(:'1'formcrs, ater
Paigns against burlesque, according to historian Andrea Friedman, begn

opp
one's owh
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*’w‘,z
to focus on the supposedly dangerous and 4, fessiv
males, especially when exposed to female nlu]};‘\rcs Kutality,
paigns, she argues, “offered an opportunity tg 4 fﬁc:] Ty lorﬂlitwofki"g1]
about male sexual orderliness in a profoundly disord ale s a”t Sugy; o
of the out-of-control or aggressively sexug] male der] Worlg » ed °°flt:,m
1950s and 1970s anti-pornography Movements (19q 4 surfye, ad Sich ;n
have gained force in current debates about sty te 6: 2 ’ andgﬂm in lhrs
also be seen as reflecting a class bias, witl, worki rl: alsc. Sucl, . a.rg”ab[e
entertainment being penalized more | 8-Class g | Paigy,,

arshly thap tl OWer.y; tay
enjoyed by relatively privileged audicnecs (Foley 20()‘§fildcsngnal C‘?"a Fn

Despite attempts in every era to regulate thcatcrs, { anng 1999)‘ Y ang
forms of striptease, however, it has continued t 12t featy,

. o thriy ed g
tainment form. This process of upscaling in strip C]ubcs 1’:3 fVQIVe asg ;f{:gt
Alated iy, , , Mer.

and upper-tier “gentleman’s clubs” now exist i addition tg ryo:
and run-down, red-light-district venues. The number c;"e'_ghbofhoodb :
United States has been growing rapidly; there Wwere ao Strip ¢]yp, in tin
across the nation in 1998 (Hanna 1998). This growth hag round 3 gy Vemy ¢
the eruption of either national or local co Mot occurreg oy 08

nflicts, howeve Withy
tance strip clubs from their illicit associations have becor:; and effop to g;

portant to t'he clu'b owners given the opposition that has arisee,l]';:lreasmgly im.
communities. Striptease is seen as dangerous and socially disnypy; f‘ umbe of
vative segments of the population and thousands of taxpayer ;fn (; ¢ b.)'c"mer-
lars are spent in attempts to eradicate strip clubs in communit; Private do|
nation. Because of their lingering working-class associationg :: (;lcrms
sistent, often erroneous belief that they are indelibly linked o o g}e per-
crime, and other “negative secondary effects,” strip clubs have all)re:dt.u}? o
subject to more severe regulations than other kinds of entertainmer{t, o
some municipalities have attempted to use restrictive regulations to c;l: ;
down adult businesses altogether: requiring extremely bright lighting, prs(:
hibiting tipping, requiring bilfmis. or cocktail dresses at all times, stipulating
that excessive distance be maintained between the entertainers and the cys
tomers, etc. (Hanna 1999).3 In 2000, despite a lack of sound evidence that st
clubs cause negative secondary effects, the Supreme Court upheld legislation
regulating exotic dance in the city of Erie, Pennsylvania, ruling that “nude
public dancing itself is immoral” (Foley 2002: 3). Immediately after the ruling,
clips from a video taken at a nude club played repeatedly on the evening news,
with only small digitized blurs over the dancers’ breasts and pubic area—
symbolic of the pasties and g-strings that the dancers would now be wearing,
Instead of being something that individuals would need to consciously seck
out, such images were broadcast into living rooms across the country as a sign
of the “dangerous,” but ever fascinating, exposed female body. In Laurelttc})lr},
the combination of full nudity and alcohol was regularly under fire frcﬁn ;:
kind of restrictive regulation, and there have been numerous legal challen
to the clubs there.
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- acies of the many battles that were fought in locales across the
i inmc‘l‘(m‘l the twenticth century would be impossible to detail here,
-~ coul {hroug ;mylc.\'ilics of the justifications that continue to be given for
s\\Ol‘ld lhc’ C':S‘i“‘“ shutting down, or allowing venues that offer the display
regulatins lll“frélx;:\lg hodics to their patrons. Instead, it is important to realize
;l;i;(o" and scandal does notjust repress unruly “natural” desires in the

that regY . JJization and order, but actually helps to create and shape those
civilization
acault 1978).

ducing Nudity: Regulations and Manipulations
: uc
i;othe State and the Clubs

[n strip clubs, after all, nudity is in many w3 san‘ilizcd and controlled—
local regulations, by the manager, anfl by the dnnccrs-«-nnq be-

+0ra] boundaries are cnforced by legal and social codes. Legal regulations,
]mlofa iple, may stipulate which kinds of movements by the dancers are
zi{oifﬁlgnd' provide dc.tailed prescriptions for the ?reserltatioxl of thc.body.
police surveillance, umform.cd and plainclothed, is not uncommon in the
clubs, presumably to maintain order al:ld ensure that the laws are not broken.
Dancers can be ticketed or arrested for mfractlons: In I_.aufe]ton, fiancers were
prohibited from touching their own l.)reasts or genitals during their danf:es and
£om touching the genital area of their customers, were supposed to maintaina
one-foot distance between their body and the customer, were not allowed to
bend or move in ways that exposed the interior of the vagina, and were re-
quired to keep moving at all times when unclothed.* Dancers were also re-
quired to have at least a one-inch strip of pubic hair. If a dancer accidentally
removed too much hair during her bikini wax or while shaving, she was asked
toshade it in with eyebrow pencil. Though the clubs that I studied allowed full
nudity, other municipalities around the country may require g-strings, bikinis,
or pasties to cover the nipples, which range from clear Band-Aid-type strips to
sequined tassels. In Laurelton, shoes were required at all times by the Health
Department since many of the clubs served food, a law that many of the
dancers found fairly amusing,

When new regulations are proposed, club owners and dancers frequently
argue that they will lose business. Although this is indeed the case in the short
term, and there are clubs that do not make it through the transition period, it is
3llso true that the customer base rejuvenates itself over time, sometimes with a

ifferent composition. Laurelton, for example, allowed only topless dancing
(:n':a“)’ years. After the laws were rewritten in the 1980s to allow full nudity,
fefus::lst:m'k'mi at the time told me tbat many r'egular customers actually
cause clubvsm;t t] ¢ revamped clubs. (It is not just tighter restrictions that can
enioyed ful 0 gse bu51.ness.) It was not long, however, bFfore men Yvho
are threatenZdnu e dancing began to frequent the clubs. Stricter regulations
orf quite frequently and occasionally do drive clubs out of business

Is to relocate. Sometimes the laws also backfire, reducing con-

.
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trol of customer behavior—bikini clubs, for exapy
same rules against customer/dancer contact that topl
Likewise, clubs that serve alcohol may have tighter
and customer behavior. However, there are eng,
regulations to allow for any number of viable byg
contact, topless bars that are packed with custome
and North Carolina as well as fully nude lap dancin
may really hurt business, in the end, is thfe perm peora. W
bodily exposure more generzflly. What Brian MeNair calle OIZIe ovag
culture” (2002) may be creating a younger generatjop that i less St“Ptease
bodily revelation—after all, one can see a lot of ski it

e) nlay not be

Sub;
eSS ornyqe ey
xiestncﬁ(ms on Sy
gh CUstomey Wl;]elf(’r“le;
Inesses— 0 deg;
IS every night in nd N
8 clubs in Calif

issivenegg of n. -Mig

o . [ mona collegg ot by

MTV—but secking different kinds of prohibited contact o othe PUs or g

transgression. { Kindg ¢
In addition to laws and regulations set natio

na]ly or lOC 1
themselves also regulate and produce nude bodies, in the na; Y»O the clyhs

well as control. Clubs have a need to remaiy, within the boundaries fp Ofit g
but may also want to control behavior and manage bodjes i, order 0
upscale atmosphere, as “classiness” certainly includes oy, element of
superiority even in the realm of sexuality. Clubs whic, installeq pole 0 Morg
stages encouraged more acrobatic dancing and more explicit views oft
body, for example. Upscale clubs in Laurelton, on the other hapg
runways instead of poles and had rule

sabout how far 5 g I’)::]i]mred
to accept tips or allow customers to see between h Over
moves could be done (

: ; ich
sometimes even stricter than local prohib(}f'nce
against lewd dancing). Runway stages encoy ons

require floor-length gowns, at e
changes. Most clubs, however
the rule was four- to five-i e club in which | worked had ;
mandatory

. Wore open-toed shoeg because
the manager thought it was more elegant. Clubs also had rules about the
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e spras OF certain ways of speaking and moving, l'.:m;c scars of bad
gp of 1 fections that are often cotrected by women with the ceconomic
eeth, 1 o s0, a1 generally scen only at the lower-ties clubs, at Jeastin the
l.:rgcr.cﬂ"‘;"é""m produce bodies in other ways as well=througly their internal
(,ll'l{ .. staging and scating arrangements, mirroring, lighting systeins,
cOgrP n;; ccial effccts like fans st in the stage floors, smoke, and strobe
(]écof.'f;"lﬂgly at the upper-tier Panther Club looked extremely different than
ights-. “);c jower-icr Pony Lounge, for example. At the Panther, the height of
i did alc, pc‘fcd‘:d the breast line of the dancers, as the customers were always
1_}“’,’:,?)%‘cd such that they had to look up at the nude bodics of the women, The
I h,t;ng was exquisite, makfn_g rmc's. skin look tanned and flawless and disguis-
> ccllulite, scars, and discolorations. At the Pony Lounge, however, the
B ting was harsher and the smoke was released from a visible pipe over the
Il:cz]d of the dancer on the main stage, inst'cad of misting from the floor the way
it did at some of the uppcr—}ncr clubs. ‘Somc clubs l‘mvc installed extensive
video camera systems, ostensibly to monitor the behavior of the customers, but
certainly also to make surc that dancers do not bend the rules or lic about the
tips they have collected (Egan 2003). . '

Finally, dancers also regulated their own bodies and nude performances

“inorder to be profitable as well as for reasons of status or to maintain personal

boundaries of morality or sclf, as discussed in the next sections. One might
suggest that customers also regulate the dancers’ bodies and performances
through their patronage and their tipping practices, yet though customer ste-
reotypes and expectations clearly have an extraordinary influcnce on the club’s
rules and the dancers’ presentations, it is also the case that dancers exercise
quite a bit of agencey in deciding upon precisely what will draw them the most

~profitor make them the most comfortable with the work.

Manipulating Revelation: Nudity as Costume

The naked body, as should be evident from my field notes at the begin-
ning of the chapter, can be conceptualized as a kind of palette and was so
conceptualized, consciously or not, by the dancers. As Paul Ableman writes,
true nakedness is rare if we mean “the nakedness of people whose body surface
is both unadorned (with clothing or ornamentation) and unmodificd (by tat-
tooing, painting, or scarification)” (1982: 15). Similarly, Terence Tumner dis-
cusses the Kayapo of the Amazon, who exhibit an claborate code of bodily
adornment despite the fact that they do not wear clothing (lip plugs, penis
xhgatlns, beads, body painting, plucked cyebrows, head shaving, etc.) and
writes, “the apparently naked savage is as fully covered in a fabric of cultural
tlncanmg as the most elaborately draped Victorian lady or gentleman” (1980:

15). Dancers, in the sensc that Turner is referring to, arc probably less naked
an the vest of us under our clothes.

Onc of thq first things that a new dancer learns is how to adorn, present,
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and move her body in ways that are lega
ers continually modified their skin tél;lrlc;f r}‘:ﬁfab]e, and ¢
moval, texturizing of the skin), make-up sgentgsf%mlng (c]ea:sr,tab]e. D,
sported an all-over tan (leading customers to cor ind tanning g 5 haiy Iy
bathed), others wore bathing suits even in ta:n.t nually 55, wh:me .
distinct line between white and brown skin: Sommng beds in ordere Y sup,
up or chose not to tan at all. Body make-ul; c(,uledC];eated tan Jipeg ivt
addition to creating the highly desirable tan—t, he. u5ed in diffe, lthmal‘e
breasts or to cover blemishes or tattoos, for exam llgh]lg,ht and co?lt Rin
boundary in Laurelton and thus a particular obje Ii €. Skin ygq the o the
customer might have contact with a dancer’s clot,hic o cination o
a dress around his neck, for example), he was ofﬁn-g (she coulg Wra ehg
her skin during a dance. Though conta;ct mi cially not alloweg
. : ght surreptitj € to toygy,
dancer (holding the customer’s hands, brushing his 113 OPSIY be made |, c
customer (welcome or unwelcome), bouncers trs ]‘“ with her hg;, etcy e
unsanctioned behavior was rare. patrolled the clubs a;1d sm)Jco}i
Hair has deeply symbolic meanings in m
instance, Obeyesekere 1981; Rooks 19g%-nTr111]fr?eyr Cﬁ)lg(l)ral Systems (see f,,
meaningful in different times and places ti)rough col 1) and may €come
forth. The hair on the head, as well as the hair els Of,h nefh, style, and
connected to gender systems in the U.S.: women are :W cre on the body, i
on their legs, armpits, bikini line, and face, for exam ;‘Pected 10 remove i
head is generally associated .with feminir,lity. Dancires’ )’t13t tong hairon i
formed to this expectation of hair removal on their own ;emOStkalways o
rpanagement, or were penalized for not doing so by thf’: cuge . EdSto Y th-e
tion to the hair on their legs and -under their arms, in the nozln eri. el
dancers also removed all of the pubic hair from the labia lea\:;ne C l;bs ol
strip in t.he very front (sometimes now called a “Brazilian” wax bf s(:l]o};l::;n t;]:
Ef)upbtllatﬁgyu(;{l t?:rtsg,lﬁ growslilmong thé gen.eral pl.lblic). Most women in the
, y not all, wear their hair relatively long to meet customer
and management expectations of a feminine style. Hair extensions are in-
crfgasu.lgly common arlld are repla?ing wigs because they look more natural
an VYIH not become dislodged during a dance. Longer hair has the advantage
of being able to highlight particular body parts—it can be pulled in front to
hide and then reveal the breasts; in a rear-view pose it can brush the top of the
buttocks; it can conceal or emphasize the eyes. Hair color may also be used to
se'nd signals to customers and be associated with particular looks and person-
alities—the bubbly or sexy blonde, the exotic brunette, the feisty redhead
Though wilder styles and colors were found at the lower-tier clubs, Pmﬁcu.larly
among younger dancers, the upper-tier clubs tended to be more standdf lze(i
Accessorizing the body did not stop at the skin or the hair, of cours®, }ﬂ;ﬂir
numerous kinds of plastic surgeries are undergone by dancers Perfec.tmgt. e(y
look: breast implants, breast lifts or reductions, lip injections, nose job :)P i
suction, tummy tucks, labia standardization, etc. Other kinds of body ™"
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*r-; indmany, & evenihing can be overdone as 4 Meane

; aecllines czn plunge, skist lengths can rice. .\{ak;olf Seneryy,

) Teteh boots rmight have platiorm heels and rise eich P can p, > alten&a
; Acpin, szhubom mzy be avodated with particular imt dl fe \‘:%;S‘ng;t
! on mey amploy signs of wealth and glamour, ang o sof sty ' gy
garly aveenonized 17 a manner far too opulent (or tiu Can be% D&%:
r sriddleclan woman. Hew these signs are read by the ¢ ashy) fo, the RN
3 olten patiemed by the setting. In evenyday life, of Cﬁum:%me - ﬁ;‘b x
! sttentien ean be tiky o7 annoving for women ang the él ’é_ttrach‘n R t(:; by N
1 wit place in which to try out farbidden looks o Mo Ubs coylyg . Mye,
: Jotivam 17091 Many of the costumes wom in the clubzmﬂlts Frank f&f;ja
; inapprepmiate i other ipheres and at othet times (\'shicl:“‘)uI COm;\] t‘bi
; ey a dancer and part of the rcason that at "3"0\\&:: Sdrl of the ’ﬁfncl.;
; ;uri(.!t{tﬂ} hecome strippen, prostitutes, “sewy teachens” o :‘)1:m v “t‘m::,
: catunh), 45 Shntiwh
‘f Fermiola wites that inthe fignrative arts, “ctoticism appe, ght
f dup between dothing and nudity.” That is, croticism i Pcl m:; 382 telition
x posilility of movement=tramit—from one state 1o the 0(;:" Ationg] g, the
.a Thiviveomastup cdubas well=though pethapsa fcwcustmn:' (l()g«,: bEnY
" ttdlated if the dancen took the stage already nude—=hyt \\'ilhr: “O"ldshlllm
f dered it oy dancens alvo move between categories ang polc:xlt'a(:q?d' Ben.
§ fortmsmig s “Lantasy gith™ who may be simultancously, or aliey tliticy, ey,

. nately vive:
" ately, Virging

atud whuies (Fgan 2003), Though costumes are variable, lhere are corly:
two themes that continue to reappear in dancers” self-presentations ;:lmj !
ety ol avalabiliy Anowledge and innoccncc/untouclxabim(. 5_lnom.
Hiemies emetge in g paradosical relationship to cach othereryg d)'.;n oy
actually sevually available within the confines of the elub (or we are 1 ]«c;: is
talling abenit stripping) and no dancer is innocent in all social circles u!.::::
hier tramgacssians {(distobing in public and for money) become knowy,
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r‘ The Dynamics of Concealment and Revelation

Revelatinns of the body are an important part of a dancer’s job, and we
Liave explared the way that the state, the clubs, and the dancers themsehes
ernbate aod mantpalate these revelations, though from different perspectives
and wath didferent intesests in mind. Another kind of revelation, glimpres of
thie others subjectian, also becomes commodified in the interactions be-
tween dancen and their entomerns and is implicated in understanding ndty
as asocial process tuthior than a state of being.

1 the Wet, ditinctions are sumetimes made between the tenms “nibed”
atd “nade witen 1o “icriminate behween a certain hind of af)"‘f] ""fj
wnally idesle ed sepresentation of the body and a merely nabed body “‘%’r‘j
wman 19249 Thie nude, then, is traditionally seen as a refined state of beitz
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' wig or hairpiece; others refused to take the s

Body Talk
To be naked is to be deprived of our clothes and the word implics some of
the embarrassment which mast of us feel in that condition. The word mad
on the other hand, carries, in educated usage, no uncomfostable overtone
The vague image it projects into the mind is not of 2 huddled and defence

Jess body, but of 2 balanced, prosperous and confident bodh: the body re-
formed. (Clark 1956 3)

imilar distinctions between representations have been made in the debates
sbout the boundaries of art, erotica, and pornography. As art historian Lywnda
Nead argues, the female nude must be “recognized as a particularly sicnificant
motifwithin western art and aesthetics,” as it “symbolizes the transformation of
the base matter of nature into the elevated forms of culture and the spirit”
Non-art, or obscenity, she argues, is seen as “representation that moves and
arouses the viewer rather than bringing about stillness and wholeness™ (1992:
2). Adult entertainment, of course, with its purpase of arousing and/or satiak
ing sevual desire, is obviously most often associated with the pomographic and
the obscene (whether it be print pomography, film or video, or live stripping)
than recognized as art. Arguing that striptease is a form of expression and a
legitimate cultural art form like other kinds of dance, however, has been one

strategy that strip clubs and their supporters have taken to combat restrictive

regulation (see Hanna 199S).

The terms naked and nude are also used synomymously, of course, and

both derive from the same common root in Sanskrit, nagnag, which had

connotations of shame (Ableman 1982: 49). Dancers in the clubs I worked in

did not distinguish between being naked and nude linguistically, either with

customers or with themselves. Naked, as a more informal term, was often used

in conversations between dancers and customers and by the DJ in my experi-

ence: “Sarah needs ten more dollars before she gets naked!™ or “Would you

like to see me naked?” On the other hand, that there were differences between

states of undress was a given—some dancers would not be seen without their

tage without a certain set of high
heels, etc. Most women that I worked with also had ritualistic routines that
preceded a shift, either short and simple (applying mascara or putting on their
heels) or more elaborate. Further, even if it was not explicitly stated, many
dancers did seem to feel a difference between nudity as a form of dress and
nakedness as an expasure of the inner self.

And so did the customers. Going to strip clubs obviously presents the
Opportunity to look at scantily clothed, naked, or serni-naked women. Though
many outsiders recognize that stripping involves bodily exposure on the part of
the dancers, fewer realize that over the last few decades strip clubs have be-
come ever more interactive and derive a great deal of their erotic charge from
€ promise of highly personalized encounters through table or lap dances.
gzhllid the burlesque shows of earlier years (Allen 1991), the highly choreo-
P

Parisian striptease written about by Roland Barthes (1972), and the

m
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spectacular topless revues found in tourist locations such,
temporary gentleman’s clubs have “house” dancers whe uas Las Vegag )
the audience members individually, possibly spending mosua.l] Ming . W(?n.
or dancing at a single customer’s table than disrobing Onret time ¢ “Vers;lh
tainly the case in Laurelton, especially on slower nights, Thsisa-ge’ This i Cng
personal interaction requires new strategies on the part of tl}rllcreasedi
cnerating and maintaining customer interest, often involyip, € dap
of authenticity (“You're different from the other customers, ']] ¢ 1
name”) and revelations of self (“Let’s get to know each’oth;»])y(
1998).

Perniola writcs,

Dier.
cers fOr

In our century, the erotics of dressing and the erotics of undressi

in porno theaters and striptease acts, but only very rarely do the ;né;’lf’PPEar
cffective erolic transit. This happens in striptease when, throug{] 1?1 e
Jook at hier audience, the stripper succeeds in inverting a re]ation;hi lr;;lens.e
usually one-way. From the moment the spectator feels himself watcl?ed ph
as if the stripper’s nudity functions like a mirror: he has to confront hi ot
and his own potential nudity. (1989: 259) ' tmself

His point is quite apt—part of what the customers were also seeking was so
sort of revelation of subjectivity, as most dancers will admit. Dancers unde:
stood this clement of the men’s desire and carefully crafted strategies by which
they could “expose” themselves in ways that would be satisfying to their cus-
tomers. For regular customers, after all, nudity eventually becomes almost
conunonplace, and the men repeatedly told me that they returned again and
again to the clubs because of the interactive component of the encounters.
Many of the regulars expressed a desire to “get to know the dancers,” asking
questions about their family life, goals and dreams, and hobbies. Even those
who did not necessarily want to move the interactions to this level often sought
further revelations—those moments when they might be privy to something
more than the other customers were getting (increased value), more than was
legally allowed, or even more than the dancers wanted to reveal at a given

moment.

Revelations through Interaction

In a piece on Parisian striptease, Barthes writes that striptease is based on
the fundamental contradiction that Woman is «Jesexualized at the very mer
ment when she is stripped naked” (1972; 84). The classic props ”S,ed insiP
tease, he argues, ensure that the nakedness that follows the woman's ¢t Is.t;;o
longer a part of a further, genuine undressing.” Instead, it “,rcmam; l’ﬂlc
unreal, smooth and enclosed like a beautiful slippery object” (1972 B5). ”
dance routine is also a barrier to the true erotic for Barthes, because tler}ég
scries of ritualistic gestures it hides the very nakedness that it is suppos

i the
S . ) . res in
reveal. He writes that professional stripteasers can “wrap themsch
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tantly clothes them, makes them remote, gives
Jous 8 T of skillful practitioners, haughtily taking refuge in
P eic iﬂd‘fferen ique” (1972: 86). He notes, however, that eroticism
pen ™" ftheir technique : y )
S0 eur contest, where beginners undress “without resorting
e sinthe amlumSily to magic, which unquestionably restores to the
10 ing "er{ CC ower.” With “no feathers or furs” and “few disguises as a
gale 15 €0 1 ulzhe steps, unsatisfactory dancing, girls constantly threat-
qafing Pomt’bgf,‘ and above all by a ‘technical’ awkwardness (the resistance
aed by :,rlt}z’;a) " amateurs are denied “the alibi of art and the refuge of
e dris'se’ct ” whi’ch gives their disrobing an “unexpected importance”
;;z.agé;) }lsart,hes’ of course, is discussing striptease. that took the form of
jaborale costuming and lengthy stage shows which included little “private” or

. pidualized contact between the stripper and the members of the audience, -
[nalv.

2 e of performance which is quite rare in contemporary strip clubs but
dichis sometimes talked about nostalgically by both dancvers and customers.
Nerertheless, the popularity of amateur contests in contemporary strip clubs,
ieallure of “new girls,” and the customers’ confessed dislike of professional-
imall support Barthes’s contentions, at least in part. S

What Barthes perhaps did not realize, or what has perhaps changed since
hewrote, is that some dancers have themselves become mythologists of sorts—
selfconsciously fashioning ways to produce an illusion of further unveiling in
aroom where any number of women may simultaneously be nude. Such a
stategy, of course, does not work for every woman; nor does every woman
need or want to use it—there are some customers, after all, for whom nudity
ilf is thrilling enough to compel financial generosity or who enjoy the
sectacular rather than the individualized parts of the experience. Yet such
‘intentional” unveilings could indeed be profitable and dancers used a num-
berof strategies to produce such intimate exposures—telling stories about their
personal lives, feigning or summoning up attraction for the customer or em-
barassment about being undressed in front of him, or providing customers

“1“}‘ real names o cell phone numbers, for example (Frank 1998).” Dancers
40 sometimes crafted mistakes in their performance or attire to appear inex-
Perienced or new,

~ The lack
implied
out of th
and def
other |y

of “professionalism” exhibited by dancers new to the business
0 some men that they would not be as skilled at manipulating men
st money. To others, it seemed to provide a tension between purity
lement, a kind of revelation that was particularly exciting, On the
otta yazj’(t,he:]e were certainly inter;'lctions that made dancers feel uncom-
or & erexlx)t:: » emotionally or pl.lysmally, though the particularities varied
ough 1 i nOl:len and boundaries were maintained in a variety of ways.
afew dancers w(1) meet many women like this while working, there are indeed
overcome thejr (11(') Stmgfgle with their public nudity and use drugs or alcohol to
Stuationg ¢ ~scomiort. More often 1 encountered dancers for whom some
reated an uncomfortable feeling of being revealed. Some dancers
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within the indn.stry are cerlainly affected by social elags, Skeggs
Nt hat «physical atlractiveness may work as a formn of capital (cor
yrites U1 but also as 3 form of class privilege (1997 102). CI

capital)” P ay also take the form of specialized know]

. s
Cl“ychS
alﬂﬁ s the resourees to procure them,

we

Schiff compares nude dancing clubs with topless clubs in | Touston: the

poreal
ass privilege in
cdge and tools, as

peclubshe writes about cater to mostly working-class customers and feature
nu

- tional"t

- wit

Jancers with less standardilzc-(} b(:(lllicstltllmn wc()]rk jt the upper-tier topless clubs,
yetwhile Schil’f?nalyzcs the ac] 3ab 1e nude dancers in the clubs !lc visited
1ad “al ernative” body sl)'lFs— their breasts are ofl'cn small or sometimes flac-
.3 they may be ovcrwcngl.lt’ or have l)od?r piereings or tattoos—as “opposi-
o o mainstream moralities, such stratifications of body types and earning
otentials arc fairly mainstrcam class and gcndcr‘diffcrcnccs. Women who
have the most options as far as whc.rc they work, which customers they interact
1ah what kinds of services they will perform, and when (and how casily) they
retir; from the sex ind'ustry when they decide to do so are usually those who are
sble to conform to middle-class §tandar<!s of appearance (and sometimes also
of behavior, comportment, and mt‘cractl.on). Some dancers at every club en-
hanced their appearance through techniques such as hair extensions, plastic
surgeries, year-round tanning, cte. Access to such. techniques, however, as well
as the quality of the results, was connected t.o.somal class and economic asscts.
Even applying stage make-up and accessorizing onc’s costumne carried with it
certain kinds of cultural capital as well as learned skill and financial flexibility.
Cultural capital could also influence dancers’ interactions outside the club,
especially knowledge of the appropriate level of sexualized comportment and
appearance for different situations. Women who had large implants or kept up
a“stripper Jook” or behavior in other spheres could face harassment because of
this self-prescntation and because of their visibility as women who transgressed
expected codes of feminine display. Customers distinguished between dancers
whom they found attractive in the club and dancers that they would find
attractive in other splicres as well—the gitl you could “take home to mom,” the
“girl next door.”

Ina buyer's market such as Laurelton, dancers were not only in competi-
tion depending on the level of club that they worked in, but also often with
each other inside the same clubs. A dancer who could not compel the finan-
cial support of the patrons was not allowed the “refuge of being an object”—in
many cascs dancers reacted to a lack of interest from the patrons as if it was a
personal failure, I'his is not to say that every man desired interactions with
‘;"Omlen who were considered conventionally attractive, as men’s tastes vary.
0:1: :cr,. (|1ust as some men eroticized the moral‘ “lowness” of the dancers as

anclc?:c ’lto t!]CH’ chaste wives, other mmen c'roticnzcd the poverty or lowness of
men bogi]lo CO}IId not work in !hc upper-tier .c]ubs (Frank 2002a). For' these
“nalzainab{ berlection (or even its approximation) was a means of creating an

¢ object; it was the more approachable, imperfect dancer whose
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1d an erotic charge and whose performan,
thentic, and exciting. €S wey,

Dancers were often caught in the middle of a teng;,, ay Moy
and repulsion, sometimes quite self-consciously. They ‘V:re etweey ,
sclves not only as beautiful or sexually alluring, as acceptah) tesent,
but also as defiled by their public nl}dity and their acoept € sexyy
compensation for sexualized companionship and the VO)‘euf-nc.e o fpg
the customers. This aspect of the men’s experiences becap, istic p) Surecm
ments the men made about the lowness of dancers in Con: viden st: of
wives, girlfriends, or daughters, as well as in the ways that Parisong 4, thg:

. . Negotiay
made inside the clubs. Though the stigma of exotic dancing js Eiggor:f;hon Were
1
:tanﬂy esy

5 the"l.

than that of prostitution, and may arguably be lessening, the;
social settings where stripping is seen as unacceptable, immo::a]are
ing. Strippers have been denied custody of their children, iln.(l‘degra /
school, socially ostracized, and sometimes criminalized. Able,m umiligge i

shame can altach itself to very varied parts of the body”: N Wit oy

i Map

It has been said that if a woman were surprised in her bath, she woy]

if she were a Moslem her face, if a Chinese her feet, if 2 Su;u d cover,
knces, if a Samoan her navel, if a Laotian her breasts and if Sheiltran her
Alaskan she would put the ornamental plug back in her lip, But t;:/ere an
whelming majority of women, as well as men, would cover the gt’.nitz:l3 [(:::’ret;

(1982:43)

\Vhile Ableman is clearly generalizing widely, he is right that shame
consistently associated with one part of the body or one kind of exposulri n]ot
strip clubs, what the men feel is shameful, and thus often exciting, ma 'n(?t
mateh what causes the dancers to feel shame—Dbodily revelations in the C)llubs
after all, are carefully managed and not usually experienced as invasive, S|
when confronted with a woman who does not cover in the expected way or
who is known to make public what “self-respecting” or “moral” women keep
srivate, many people respond with fear, derision, and sometimes retaliation,
While the interactions that I am discussing do not involve sexual activiy,
they do involve viewing the female genitals—publicly and sometimes within
close range. Nude clubs, in my experience, generated more anxieties than
topless clubs. Some men, in fact, admitted that they rarely viewed female
genitalia. Other men did not admit it but gave me many reasons to assume that
this was the case, such as a complete lack of anatomical understanding, ncr
vousness and discomfort, or an inability to Jook. Despite the fact that the male
customers often insisted that “the female body is beautiful to me,” for a man
who is used to having sex in the dark (and even one who is't), cultural and
religious devaluations of the female body, especially the genitals, may pay an
important and exciting part in his experiences in strip clubs.
At one club, the women danced on tables that were illyminated fron:
below, right above the customers' food and drinks (we joked about the factth?
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required to wear shoes by the Health Department and told the
omers that they were lucky we waxed off most of our pubic hair). Cer-
cqsl ihe genitﬂls are a reminder Qf the “abject” (urine, feces, the unclean,
tam.:);pure)’ as they mark a boundary between inside and outside, forming the
(. the rl -+ of the body (Nead 1992: 32). The surfaces of the genitals may be
| ma geticall y enhanced through stage make-up or waxing, but the threat of
co;':’ammation i< still omnipresent. Indeed, as one moves into other realms of
| tc]fe «ex industry these boundaries are re‘drawn, and a customer may come
t closer to, OF further away from, such bodily thre:sho].ds.8 In Laurelton, where
: the dancing is completely nude, the man may find himself gazing up not only
| 2 woman' labia during a tab]g dance, but also at her anus—the “essence of
| owness, of untouchability” (Mllle.r 1997:. 100). The anus, which was promi-
| ently displayed by the dancers in partlcula.r positions and angles, is also
[ fgured a5 2 locus of possible homosexual achvityfafte; all, it is the possible
:‘ enasure of sexual difference, the only part of the genital area that looks similar
- on both sexes. Given that identifications are multiple, fluid, and even contra-
dictory in fantasy life, and given that some of the men clearly identified with
the position of “being desired,” by the dancer or as the dancer, the fantasy of
having one€’s anus seen (pethaps by a man) certainly has some complicated

‘ e Were still

i

erotic potential. o o
Bodily fluids, of course, have social and cultural meaning, and are often

seen as contaminating or dangerous (Douglas 1966; Kristeva 1982). The very
fact that body fluids have been seen as contaminating, however, can also be a
source of erotic excitement for some individuals, a fact that has long fueled
pomography and erotica. Some customers told stories about witnessing a tam-
pon string that had come untucked or a trail of blood on a woman’s leg while
she was dancing, a piece of toilet paper stuck to someone’s genitals, or liquid
“Uripping” from the vulvas of women working in lower-tier clubs whom they
suspected of having engaged in sexual relations before performing on stage.
Other customers told stories about these kinds of events that they'd heard
" second- or third-hand, and such stories circulated in both upper- and lower-tier
clubs almost like urban legends. The narratives and possibility alone fasci-
nated some of the storytellers; certain others may have hoped that they might
spontaneously observe such “leakages.” For some men, then, ideas about de-
ﬁle{nent and purity—of or by either the dancer or themselves—play a role in
their experiences in strip clubs. Sexualization, erotics, revelation, and social
class are thus tangled up together in complicated patterns of both cultural and
personal fantasy. ' '

%%

J bNudity is produced, controlled, and made profitable by the state, ﬂ}f’
. ubs, and the dancers in strip clubs. Through multiple social processes, bodily
*Posure comes to be meaningful and revelatory. While dancers exercise

117




(._‘,:"“f:t." € . ’.A".. - ; - 3o gt 2 RPN o -L'A“
Dirt, Undress, and Difference
% o s
agency in their everyday lives (as all of do) angd ;
clubs, we must be cautious in analyzing
Jeast for now. As a dancer, 1 often foung
:’
:
:

"
myself in the way that I wanted—by the ]a“;}‘elf pyo!ﬁbite o lory n iy
particnlar parts of my body, by the managerslz:ﬁh‘b‘ﬁ" e _
inferactions, and cven by the customers who 0 Tegulagey mof“ touching
moves, poses, and looks. Working in 4 lo’wer.ti Wanted rticlfl Ou S an,
sacrifices some income for more HCXibility_u]iir,clUb may me;f King, d
privileged dancers, however. Those dancers wh . A choice madn thay
clubs by siccewity often expressed a desire to moo wotked i g C by
upseale clubs because the money and the “'Orkiwc UP to the g, ) O
Cuntomet, dancer, and community beliefs abyg e

ence the meaningy that undetlic the transactions negqt;
mean that the dynamics of concealment and rcvclaliéc;)(:tmtc
processes. To see nudity as essentially liberatin e
many ways that the meanings of nudity, and 1),
within existing social rclations,

ut gender and s ‘ F"Cr

Jocial ¢y,

din gty usbmﬂu.
52

Partof yig y
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¢ effects ofnudily, Ie o

NOTES

s This mc;uch.\\:.js nisi.s_lcd by a fellowship frm?\ the Sexuality
Program of the Social Science Research Council with funds P
Foundation,

l‘. In addition lo my experiences working in Laurelton, | a]
tently a0 an upper-tier topless gentleman’s club in the Midwest for 2 number of yeg
Further, Hhave toured and observed in dozens of clubs across the United States e

2. Toradetailed history of burlesque, see Allen 1991, )

3, Inmy own experience, 1 have found that many of the regulations intended 1,
prevent phasical contact between the patrons and the entertainers tend to backfire. The
clubs that hye worked in with the minimum of physical contact between the parties
have been completely nude clubs that served alcohol and that permitted nude dancesa
foot away from the enstomer. With too many restrictions and prohibitions on mudity, 2
diffcrent customer base begins to frequent the clubs—sometimes men who care lss
about the pleasure of the vayeuristic spectacle and more about purchasing more seus!
activities such as Lap dances.

4. Infesestingly, the model artist shows, or “tableaux vivants,” which bccar;wi PP
uhar during the mid- 15005 took a shightly different view of what accc;?lable nudxt)’ :s:;
featuring an actiess who “assumed a stationary pose dressed in fights, transparet

ke ' ; iti ssionally fo allow #:2
tlathing, o nothing at all,” and who changed positions occasnmpll} t lor
[ was on jnmaobility Bt

Res‘carch Fellowsh;
rovided by e Ford

50 danced intermit.

andiences different and more risqué views. The focus here w2 : fent in the 13305 in
than muivement, though these was a transgressive, and illegal, inciden Jasce 1
o . roceeded o 436

which “the perfunmen sbandoned their stationary pose and p
polka ad minuet while completely nude” (Gilfoyle 1992: 12.7)' .

5. Vichy Funari (1997) describes dancing in a San Francised lms’;ni ancix o 5P
customens aceepled her “sbundant” body hair, by my expenenes - ipetst
tlubs and peep shows are Jess conservative than those in the so
United States,

N
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re regular employces of the clubs in which they work (or
tors, depending on the state). Feature dancers, on the other hand,
ngﬂ:n?i p’omogmphic credentials, and reccive special billing from the

House dancer® a

L ‘ .n d Cnt CO
' md_eep;\'eling ac
b o written extensively about the customers’ desires for, claisns to,
clubs- here | have w1l . . .
7. Else® f authenticity in their interactions with the dancers (Frank 1993,
» Pe[cept.;ons 0 of authenticity is important to the male customers of strip clubs,
20022)- dlscoutrlsle rtheir interactions in the club are actually real and sometimes even
;gyd]&o[wlg tiha t they are not real. The paradox that arises is that the incessant
| of the :customefs to make experiences “speak” the truth leads directly to the
deman&s of som 1 demands might remain ultimately unmet, a contradiction of which
Possibilit)- that :lrle qware. | argue that authentiFity cannot reaII)-' be discovered' inaplace,
*any regulars experience—it is a psychological process, derived from the interaction
an object, 0F 20 d f;’lﬁr (imagined or actual). Unlike some theorists of postmodemity
betweer! self an I do not believe that a concern with authenticity is disappearing—
tion,
od comu,rptemls within which it is understood may mutate over time. The concemn
Jthough ‘:icity will not disappear among those engaged in commodified interactions
wit:) ﬂecnpmcﬁce’ along with other kinds of social interactions, because authenticity
o .
e lational problem.
lslllhgmgi):‘::ﬂﬁn a category like pomography, of course, there are boundaries that
dr;“ 1 and redrawn. As Laura Kipnis argues, the humor found in Hustler “seems
e ted by the desire to violate what Douglas describes as “pollution” taboos and
ﬁ asociety’s set of beliefs, rituals, and practices having to do with dirt, order, and
h‘gien‘e.(.and by extension, the pomographic)” (Kipnis 1996 143). The social transgres-
cions of Hustler are thus quite different from those of Playboy. A recent series of hard-
ic films from Extreme Associates exploits the allure of this phenome-
core pormographic Xp P
son. The films, entitled Cocktails, were directed by a woman and feature female
performers drinking various mixtures of bodily fluids—saliva, semen, enema fluids,
wine, efc.
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