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Trick Identities: The Nexus of Work and Sex

Heather Lee Miller

For more than two decades, historians of prostitution in the United States
have focused their analyses on the “sex wars” of the Gilded Age and

Progressive Era, emphasizing reform efforts, the geography of prostitu-
tion, and, occasionally, the “sporting life” and deviant subculture of com-
mercial sex.1 Such studies have helped us understand tensions among
moral reformers and their subjects and how social control has been exer-
cised over sexually “deviant” groups in the past. With few exceptions,
however, they have ignored the reality of prostitutes’ daily lives.2 Most
important, they give us little sense of how women in “the life” under-
stood themselves, their work, and their clients. This weakness is often
attributed to a gap in the source base, but I think it stems from a general
failure among historians to consider the actual sex tasks involved in pros-
titution, despite histories that examine various other aspects of the pro-
fession as women’s work.3 Although women’s historians have addressed
other occupations with an eye to how the actual work task has served to
construct work identity—domestic labor, clerical work, waitressing, dress-
making and millinery, nursing, teaching, agricultural labor, and meat-
packing, to name just a few4—to date, no historian has applied this model
to prostitution. Beginning in the 1980s and gaining steam more recently,
however, scholars of sociology, anthropology, and literary criticism have
penned theoretical studies of prostitution in Britain and the United States
and have provided increasingly nuanced analyses of prostitutes’ sexual
labor.5 In addition, some prostitutes’ autobiographies from the recent past
(and, I have found, from even earlier) have portrayed the sex part of sex
work as work, even an “industry.”6 Here, I build on these writings and
demonstrate the insight we gain into the history of prostitution when we
look at sex acts as part of prostitutes’ workaday lives in the same ways we
might examine the experiences of waitresses dishing out food, teachers
grading papers, and meatpackers classifying tripe.

Examining commercial sex as work complicates traditional typologies
of sexual identity.7 One of the main things we notice when we begin to
pay attention to the work of prostitution—that is, to actual sex acts per-
formed for money—is the great variety of acts available in the commercial
sex environment. Although prostitution has always been a predominantly
heterosexual exchange in which men purchased sex from women, female
prostitutes often participated in sex acts with people of both sexes (and
often of races other than their own) for both pleasure and profit.
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To the men and women who bought or sold sex acts, a particular sex
act or desire did not necessarily reflect the sexual identity of the performer.
Thus, a self-identified lesbian prostitute could perform heterosexual sex
acts or same-sex sex acts within an evening, and might express disgust
with or desire for either her male or female customer. Similarly, a hetero-
sexual prostitute could have had sex with a paying female customer or
with another woman for the pleasure of a man, again while feeling much
or little desire for her customer or sex partner. Was the former any less
lesbian, or the latter any less straight, because their sexual activities in-
volved both sexes? Was a prostitute who both desired and had sex with a
paying male customer necessarily heterosexual? Was the woman who paid
for sex with another woman a lesbian? In the setting of the brothel, de-
sires, acts, and identities did not map onto one another in any predictable
and tidy pattern.8 Commercial sex thus uncouples the connection between
sexual desires, sexual acts, and conventional object-based categories for
sexual identity.

The history of brothel-based prostitution also pushes us to think about
the extent to which work identity is separable from “personal” identity.
Even if we use a more modern and I believe accurate conception of sexu-
ality as socially constructed and historically specific, prostitutes’ malleable
sexuality proves the rule: context constructs identity.

Prostitutes’ engagement in a wide variety of sex acts—sometimes
pleasurable, often distasteful, meaningless, or violent—with multiple part-
ners for pay on the job, and their construction of a separate sexual per-
sona when off the clock raises another question: Are prostitutes agents or
victims? The answer to this question cannot be posed as an either/or ques-
tion. Rather, prostitutes are agents and victims—agents in that they choose
to perform certain sex tasks as part of their workaday life; victims because
they must also appeal to (and presumably sate) customers’ desire in order
to earn a living.9  According to prostitutes’ historical and contemporary
accounts, the fantasies they appeal to and the sex acts they sell represent
both savvy marketing and the limits of what they will and will not do as
part of their daily work requirements. If these women were waitresses,
for example, the analogy might be recommending filet mignon over
meatloaf to a hungry customer while refusing to do dishes or prep the
salad bar. For prostitutes, this might mean offering fellatio instead of in-
tercourse, because the former is less work for equal or the same pay, while
refusing to kiss her customer on the mouth because it would allow him to
cross a barrier she maintains while “on the clock.” She still must satisfy
her customer’s need for orgasm by offering the service that will get the
job done; yet, she finds ways to maintain her sense of self while doing so.
Thinking about prostitutes’ work as a task, rather than a value-laden sexual
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act, reveals that the binary of agent/victim does not necessarily hold up
in the commercial sex environment. Sex as work complicates traditional
distinctions between prostitutes and other women, most of whom also
sell or trade their services in some form.

Thinking about “sex tasks” also raises an important question: Exactly
what constitutes sex? To many people, “sex” means penile-vaginal inter-
course. By this definition, a prostitute performing oral sex is not really
selling sex, although she is selling something close to it. And what of sex
workers who sell phone sex or virtual sex? What about strippers? Is what
they sell sex if one person talks or displays themselves and another per-
son masturbates? Is selling a fantasy selling a sex act?10 What about acts in
which the customer pays to pleasure (or to believe he or she is pleasuring)
the prostitute?11 These are just a few of the questions that must be ad-
dressed when thinking about which of sex workers’ daily tasks constitute
“sex acts” and which are more about fantasy. Looking closely at the myriad
acts in which sex workers engage with customers renders the picture of
sex work, prostitutes, and their customers more nuanced then is usually
assumed when scholars discuss prostitution as if it always, and obviously,
entailed penile-vaginal intercourse with the customer on top (in every sense
of the phrase).

One conclusion we might draw is that the selling of a wide range
of sex acts reflects and helps define a unique kind of sexual identity, one
that resides at the nexus of sexuality and work identity. Historian Ruth
Mazo Karras has defined prostitution as a historical category of sexual
identity rather than simply an occupation. Karras argues that law and
society perceived Western European medieval prostitutes, or “meretrices,”
as “whores”—women with an innate propensity to sexual sin and excess
who also sold their bodies for cash or kind. Her evidence shows that these
prostitutes embraced the label meretrice, consciously demarcating them-
selves from other women as a separate sexual category—that is, they de-
veloped what moderns would call a sexual identity as whores.12 Karras’s
insight suggests a helpful way to think about the questions I have posed
above. Because it is both sex and work, sex work troubles modernly im-
posed boundaries between heterosexual and homosexual, commercial and
noncommercial, agent and victim. To speak of prostitutes’ sexuality as
both separate from and central to their working lives makes no sense if
one understands “sexuality” in conventional terms of sex acts, object choice,
and inner desires. If, however, we think of prostitution as involving the
construction of a new kind of sexual identity defined in part by the con-
stant negotiation between “sex” and “work,” we can begin to see that any
historical reconstruction of prostitutes’ lives requires us to attend care-
fully to specific “sex tasks” and the marketing of fantasy.
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Thinking of prostitution as a sexual identity implies women’s willful
choice to apply such a label to themselves, as did Karras’s meretrices. Such
self-naming raises an important question: When women have embraced a
whore identity, have they done so because it served to titillate customers
who wanted to believe that prostitutes “wanted it”? In other words, is
claiming to love being a prostitute and the sex it entails simply a savvy
marketing strategy? This question is a hard one to answer, and historical
and contemporary evidence support both this interpretation and one which
argues that sex workers can and do find pleasure in the tasks they per-
form. As with most things, both are probably true, and it depends on how
you define the words “pleasure” and “enjoy.” Some prostitutes enjoy their
job because it pays well; others because they like to be in sexual control;
others report having orgasms with some of their customers; and still oth-
ers claim that the pleasure they find in their work comes from tricking
customers, whom they often portray as pathetic, out of as much money as
possible.

Finally, thinking of prostitution as a sexual identity raises larger is-
sues of agency and victimization among sex workers—a debate that has
raised hackles for at least the past two hundred years among women, from
first-wave feminists to contemporary feminist scholars. Some argue vehe-
mently that sex work exploits women and reinforces patriarchal sexual
hierarchies and the objectification and victimization of women. Feminists
in this camp vilify sex work and those who purchase it in its many forms—
pornography, strippers, phone sex, virtual sex, and prostitution. Others
claim agency for the women who perform sex work, recognizing that while
some sex workers are exploited and pushed or pulled into the business by
poverty, drug addiction, or abusive partners or family, others choose to
enter the trade and enjoy the job. This camp also vindicates the custom-
ers, calling the former group “prudes” and meddlers in other people’s
private business.13  Although most feminists would agree that women’s
ability to work outside the home for wages is a positive step forward for
women, many are decidedly conflicted when women chose prostitution
as their employment, despite the fact that it is still one of the few profes-
sions in which women earn as much if not more than men.

The agent/victim debate has continued salience in terms of the histo-
riography of sex work as work. Those of us who write about prostitution
in the past must always grapple with whether we wish to portray prosti-
tution as woman’s employment choice or woman’s sexual exploitation.
Indeed, this is yet another binary that analyzing sex work as work dis-
pels. As with all things in the past and present, a semblance of “truth” is
found somewhere in between. However, women’s historians—many of
whom, myself included, wish to find contemporary relevance in our read-
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ings of the past—must remain mindful not to present historical evidence
in ways that distort women’s experiences as a way to further feminist and
personal agendas. While conducting research for and writing my disser-
tation, I often struggled with historical evidence that contradicted my pic-
ture of women’s sexual experience (for example, sources that portrayed
prostitutes as either victims or villains). Then, too, I often felt vindicated
and almost elated when I found evidence that upheld what I believed to
be true (that prostitutes exercised at least some agency, possessed compli-
cated sexual identities, and may have even found some pleasure in their
work and nonwork lives). Perhaps especially when writing histories in
which sexuality, sexual agency, victimization, and recognition of patriar-
chal hierarchies are at the fore, this internal struggle—and need for on-
going self-reflection in the creation of our historical narratives—is an
important one to have and to make explicit in our writing.

Many historians have heard the call from other feminist scholars,
particularly anthropologists, sociologists, and literary critics, to bring the
voice of the prostitute back into their narratives.14  I have found that it is
often only through the sex workers’ voices may we find detailed narra-
tives about the sex acts in which they engage. Perhaps one of the most
pressing concerns for those who study prostitution and the history of sexu-
ality is unearthing reliable sources about sex acts and people’s percep-
tions of their own sexual identity and experience.

A ubiquitous problem of first-person evidence about sex workers is
the fact that until the past one hundred years or so (and not in any real
quantity until the past fifty years) predominantly men penned such nar-
ratives. Perhaps the most (in)famous of these is the often-cited Memoirs of
a Woman of Pleasure (or Fanny Hill), written by John Cleland in the late
eighteenth century.15 Until recently, historians have dismissed as porno-
graphic this genre of “autobiographical” writing about sex and sex work
because of the historically male authorship, because they tended graphi-
cally to depict sex, and because they may or may not have been fictional-
ized accounts.16 Obviously, many of these stories are pornographic—or, at
least, overblown, politically charged, or just plain impossible. However,
if we compare these narratives with authentic autobiographies of prosti-
tutes from the past and the plethora of such writings that proliferate to-
day, many of the narrative threads and factual evidence ring true. Thus, I
believe, they should be admitted as plausible historical sources (when
supported by other, more traditional forms of evidence).

In my own research and writing, I rely not only on such traditional
sources as vice commission reports about prostitutes to uncover their sexual
experience, but also on autobiographical writings. Although I am not al-
ways able to verify the authorship or authenticity of the “erotic autobiog-
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raphies” I came across in my research, I nonetheless include them as evi-
dence when they corroborate information in other sources.17  Because of
the subjective nature of sexuality and people’s motivations to hide, alter,
or downplay sexual stories in the majority of traditional sources, such
nontraditional sources prove invaluable when researching the history of
sexuality.

Studying the history of sexuality broadly, and prostitution more
specifically, is impossible without studying sex acts (or at least the imagi-
nation of such acts through such sources as pornography or erotic autobi-
ography). The intersection of work and sex in prostitution, in particular,
and in other forms of sex work (pornographic photos and videos, strip-
ping, phone sex, and X-rated websites, for example), raises important ques-
tions and queers our understandings of both sexual identity and work
identity. Let’s bring sex back into the history of sexuality.
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