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Abstract

In this article, I examine the existing research on transgen-

der sex workers and explore how cissexism and sexism

overlap and shape this work. Overall, researchers assume

that all trans sex workers are women, and all male sex

workers are assumed to be cisgender. Transmasculine and

other gender non-conforming sex workers are absent from

studies of sex work. Researchers in public health and crimi-

nology dominate the literature and this research is limited

because it focuses only on trans women and because it

focuses primarily on disease and trauma, and almost exclu-

sively on HIV. The literature I examined treats transgender

women as a public health “problem” to be solved, rather

than addressing their experiences and needs as workers and

as people in our society. I argue that in order to have useful

applied and policy implications aimed at harm reduction,

researchers must use a sociological lens to document what

structural conditions push and pull people of various gen-

ders into sex markets in the first place. Finally, I advocate

for the use of queer, intersectional, and transnational frame-

works in future lines of inquiries as a way to push the socio-

logical and public health literature on sex work forward in a

way that will benefit all sex workers, their advocates, and

service providers.

Enbies is a plural term for non-binary people. Throughout this article, I distinguish between trans people and non-binary people. It is critical to note that

while some do, not all non-binary people identify as transgender.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

In 2015, Viktor Belmont won Best Newcomer at the 9th annual Hookie Awards in New York City, USA. The Hookies

were an international awards ceremony hosted by the now-closed male escort website rentboy.com.2 Viktor Bel-

mont is a transgender man and was the first trans man to be nominated and win the award. While Belmont was the

first trans man to win this award, he is not the first trans man to work as an escort. There are mainstream news

stories featuring profiles of trans men and non-binary people who work as escorts (Burke, 2018; Hernandez, 2015;

Kivanc, 2016). Trans men and genderqueer porn stars such as Buck Angel and Jiz Lee have written excellent first-

person accounts of their experiences performing sex work (Angel, 2012; Lee, 2015). Transmasculine and non-binary

people do work in various sex industries, and studies of these workers will add great value to our knowledge and

understanding of sex markets and the broader global economy (Molnar, 2014).

Sex work is an umbrella term used to capture a wide range of forms of erotic labor. The term was coined

by Carol Leigh AKA Scarlet the Harlot to publicly send a political message that selling sexual services is a legiti-

mate form of labor (Leigh, 1997). Much of the scholarly literature on sex work focuses on prostitution and

ignores the diverse types of employment in the contemporary sex market such as exotic dance, pro-domme

work, and camming, to name a few (Jones, 2015). There are many different forms of sex work, and researchers

must better capture the workplace experiences of people of various genders in all these contexts. Harcourt and

Donovan (2005) famously demonstrated that at least 25 different types of sex work exist and these forms of

labor fall into two typologies—direct (involving genital contact) and indirect sex work (no genital contact). The

number of types of sex work is now higher than Harcourt and Donovan initially estimated. The Internet has

diversified forms of sex work, and sex work now also occurs in online contexts (Jones, 2015, 2020). Future

studies of sex work must pay attention both to the myriad forms of labor in the global sexual economy, as well

as to the differences in the identities of the people who labor in these markets. As an example of the uneven

ways scholars have studied sex work, I show that while there is extensive research on trans women who trade

sex, there is almost no scholarly research documenting the workplace experiences of trans men and non-binary

people in the sex industry (Jones, 2020; Noble, 2012).

In this article, I explore explanations for why researchers focus on trans women who trade sex and not on trans

men and other gender non-conforming people. Cissexism and sexism converge in studies of sex work, which results

in an overrepresentation of studies on transfeminine people. Researchers in public health and criminology dominate

the literature on transgender sex workers and focus primarily on disease and trauma—almost exclusively on HIV.

Trans women are diagnosed with HIV at significantly higher rates than trans men, and as a result, it appears that, in

the eyes of public health researchers, trans men do not pose the sexual threat to public health that trans women

ostensibly do. Moreover, researchers often assume all trans women have penises and that trans men do not, which

further contributes to the framing of trans women as a sexual and public health threat. The literature I examined

treats transgender women as a public health “problem” to be solved, rather than addressing their experiences and

needs as workers and as people in our society. This focus on transfeminine sex workers does not only erase trans

masculine people, it also wholly ignores non-binary people.

Researchers' reliance on the sex/gender binary results in the erasure of enbies and gender non-conforming sex

workers. Researchers who study HIV often adhere to a cis/trans binary and do not collect data on non-binary folks,

or when researchers do collect such data, they do not analyze the available data on non-binary people because of

relatively small sample sizes (e.g., Clark, Babu, Wiewel, Opoku, & Crepaz, 2017). Small sample sizes are not a justifica-

tion for not documenting the workplace experiences of non-binary sex workers. Future studies regarding sex

workers must deploy measures that recognize the fluidity of gender and the diversity of gender expression and iden-

tity that exists in the contemporary social world.3 The erasure of transmasculine and non-binary sex workers in this

literature can have real-world consequences. If research often informs social policy and resource allocation, then

some transmasculine and non-binary sex workers may not have access to critical resources and services due to

researchers' failure to capture their workplace experiences.
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The erasure that I explore in this article is evidence of how cissexism shapes studies of sex work. Cissexism

refers to the systematic and institutionalized privileging of cisgender people, which generates myriad inequalities,

disadvantages, and discrimination for transgender, non-binary, and various gender non-conforming people

(Lennon & Mistler, 2014; Yavorsky, 2016). Pioneering research by Sumerau and Mathers (2019) examines the institu-

tionalization of cissexism in society. Social institutions play a role in what Sumerau and Mathers have termed

“cisgendering reality.” They wrote:

Processes of cisgendering reality may be seen in any social setting, structural arrangement, or interac-

tion wherein people—intentionally or otherwise—breathe into life an imagined world wherein only

cisgender people exist, only cisgender people may move freely without punishment, shock, and stig-

matization coming from others, and only cisgender people are recognized within language, structures,

or stories about ‘the way this world is or once was’ … cisgendering reality involves erasing, othering,

and punishing non-cisgender existence and experience throughout mainstream social institutions,

interactional patterns, and structural arrangements in ways that allow people to accept a world with-

out non-cisgender people (4).

Cissexism is embedded in the academy and social research (Lombardi, 2018). Given that cissexism has shaped

research, it is only recently in sociology and related fields that we have seen an explosion of writing about transgen-

der people and communities (Schilt & Lagos, 2017). Despite the growth of research about trans people in sociology,

how do we explain the continued absence of transmasculine people and non-binary people in research on sex work?

How do we explain the near absence of reflexive writing by researchers accounting for or discussing their inability to

recruit trans men and other gender non-conforming people for studies?

Systems of oppression such as White supremacy (which produces racism) and patriarchy (which produces sex-

ism) shape cissexism. As a result, cissexism affects trans people differently (Bey, 2017; Ellison, Green, Richardson, &

Snorton, 2017; Flores et al., 2018; Roen, 2006; Serano, 2007; Yavorsky, 2016). These other systems are institutional-

ized in the academy and also shape scholars' research agendas and studies. Thus, researchers can focus on one sub-

set of the trans population and disregard others. Here, I posit that sociologists must analyze how sexism and

cissexism are mutually reinforcing and shape one another. As McClearen (2015, 76) noted in their study of gender in

mixed martial arts, “[b]oth sexism and cissexism manifest in our gendered attitudes and actions, including our

assumptions about what are considered ‘normal’ (legitimate) embodiment, activity, and modes of being/belonging.

Sexism privileges masculine identities above feminine ones while cissexism exalts gender-normativity.” As I explore

later, many people, see gender as biologically determined; people too often inaccurately see trans women as people

forever genetically marked by maleness and trans men forever genetically marked by femaleness. Therefore, I posit

that sexism overlaps with cissexism in studies of sex work in ways that make trans women hypervisible. This hyper-

visibility in research, coupled with the fact the trans women are stereotypically associated with sex work in popular

discourse leaves little room for us to see trans men. Moreover, researchers' reliance on a binary understanding of

gender (e.g., woman/man) and a cis/trans binary erases the experiences of non-binary sex workers. The neglect of

non-binary sex workers, which is likely due to small sample sizes, reinforces a binary understanding of gender, and

does not allow researchers to capture fully the complex ways that gender shapes experiences of sex work.

2 | TRANSMASCULINE AND NON-BINARY PEOPLE DO TRADE SEX

Perhaps researchers might argue that the number of trans men and other gender non-conforming people working in

sex work is so small that research is not warranted. In 2015, the National Center for Transgender Equality (NCTE)

administered the U.S. Transgender Survey, which is the largest survey of transgender people in the U.S. to date. The

study consisted of an online survey for transgender adults 18 and older in the United States and included responses
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from 27,715 respondents from all fifty states, the District of Columbia, the U.S. territories of Samoa, Guam, and

Puerto Rico, as well as U.S. military bases overseas. The study found that one in eight or 12% of participants

reported performing sex work at some point in their life. These instances of sex work included trading sex acts for

money or working in other areas of the sex industry such as erotic webcamming, which is colloquially called

“camming,” stripping/exotic dance, and pornography (James et al., 2016). As Figure 1 shows, of trans people in the

U.S. who have traded sex, trans women made up 50% of the NCTE sample of sex workers. Transgender men were

19% of the sample. Non-binary people with female on their original birth certificates were 23%, non-binary people

with male on their original birth certificates were 7%, and crossdressers were 1% of the sample of sex workers

(ibid, 159).

Data Source: James, S. E., Herman, J. L., Rankin, S., Keisling, M., Mottet, L., & Anafi, M. (2016). The Report of the

2015 U.S. Transgender Survey. Washington, DC: National Center for Transgender Equality.

The National Transgender Discrimination Survey (NTDS) also examined the experiences of over 6,400 transgen-

der adults across the United States in 2008–2009. These researchers also asked their survey respondents if they had

ever worked in the sex trade. In the study, 694 participants said they had traded sex. While 448 of those respon-

dents were transgender women, 131 were transgender men, 59 identified as gender non-conforming (assigned male

at birth) or a crossdresser, and 51 identified as gender non-conforming (assigned female at birth) or crossdresser.

Thus, the study showed that transfeminine respondents were twice as likely to participate in the sex trade compared

to transmasculine respondents (13.1% vs. 7.1%) (NTDS, 2015). However, transmasculine respondents comprised

approximately 26% of all sex trade participants and non-binary respondents made-up almost 16% of their sample.

As the NTDS (2015, 13) noted, “While most discussions of sex work and trans people focus on transgender

women, this finding shows that many transmasculine people [and non-binary people] are engaged in the sex trade.”

Therefore, we now know that trans men and non-binary people do trade sex. The numbers of transmasculine and

non-binary people who trade sexual services will vary significantly by cultural and geographical location and by the

form of sex work (escorting, massage, stripping, camming, and so on). The higher number of trans women trading sex

does not legitimate the erasure of transmasculine and other non-binary sex workers. Here, I focused on existing data

from research that examined transgender discrimination, which showed that trans men and enbies do trade sex. In

what follows, I analyze the absence of transmasculine and non-binary people in sex work research.

F IGURE 1 Income-Based Sex Work in Lifetime by Respondent Gender Identity (percentage)16
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3 | THE ABSENCE OF TRANSMASCULINE AND NON-BINARY PEOPLE IN
SEX WORK RESEARCH

There has been an explosion of sociological research about transgender people, which has identified the system of

cissexism as an additional axis of oppression for sociologists to study (Schilt & Lagos, 2017). In the past decade, for

example, sociologists have documented the experiences of trans people in the labor market (Connell, 2010; David,

2015; Schilt, 2006, 2010; Schilt & Connell, 2007; Schilt & Wiswall, 2008). This burgeoning subfield in sociology has

almost exclusively focused on “vanilla” work.

In the sociology of sex work, Parreñas (2011) and Jones (2020) discussed the labor performed by transgender

women working as hostesses and cam models, respectively. Trans people are not the sole focus of these books, how-

ever, and both only document the workplace experiences of trans women. In my book, Camming: Money, Power, and

Pleasure in the Sex Industry (2020), I did note and discuss the absence of trans men and other non-binary sex workers.

In sociologists Sanders, Scoular, Campbell, Pitcher, and Cunningham's (2018) survey of 638 online sex workers

(escorts, sexual masseurs, webcam performers, phone sex operators, pro-dommes, exotic dancers) in the UK, 74% of

their sample were cis women. Although, 19% of the sample were cis men, 3% were trans women, and 3% identified

as non-binary or intersex. Additionally, 1% of the sample reported their gender as “other” and identified as gender

fluid. Sanders et al.’s work show that while cis women dominate the marketplace, people of various genders do sell

sexual services online. Notably, while they did recruit non-binary people, their work also did not capture the experi-

ences of any trans men.

Despite these three recent sociological studies, scholars in public health and criminology have dominated the

research on trans women who work in sex markets. There is no paucity of research articles on transgender women

who work in the sex industry, and researchers have conducted studies around the globe and in countries such as

China (Cai et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2018), Colombia (Bianchi et al., 2014), the Dominican Republic (Budhwani et al.,

2017), India (Chakrapani, Newman, & Noronha, 2018), Jamaica (Logie et al., 2017), Malaysia (Nemoto, de Guzman,

The, Iwamoto, & Trocki, 2018), Mexico (Infante, Sosa-Rubi, & Cuadra, 2009), Pakistan (Collumbien et al., 2009;

Usman, Khan, Bashir, Amjad, & Amjad, 2018); Peru (Degtyar et al., 2018), Portugal (Oliveira, 2018), South Africa

(Samudzi & Mannell, 2016), Thailand, (Nemoto, de Guzman, et al., 2018), Turkey (Engin, 2018) and the United States

(Nemoto, Operario, Keatley, Han, & Soma, 2004, 2011; Sausa, Keatley, & Operario, 2007, Wilson et al., 2009, Hoff-

man, 2014). In much of this research, researchers focused on condomless sex between trans women who exchange

sex for money with cisgender men, and how this high-risk behavior contributed to high rates of HIV among transgen-

der women in regions as diverse as China, Jamaica, Peru, and the Dominican Republic (e.g., Budhwani et al., 2017;

Cai et al., 2016; Degtyar et al., 2018; Logie et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2018). Chakrapani et al., (2018) used a social

exclusion framework that, without using the language of cissexism, examined the role of gender discrimination and

marginalization as a motivation for trans women to trade sex. However, they still primarily focused on how HIV dis-

proportionately affected trans women and Hijras5 in India.

Overall, this international research focused on HIV and used only public health frameworks, which does not cap-

ture the workplace experiences of these sex workers fully. This research also did not explore how cissexism and sex-

ism shape trans women's motivation for entry into the field. Also, as I discuss later in this article, the research cited

here had an international focus, but not a transnational focus. Collectively, the existing research is isolated to local

contexts and given the public health focus, misses how transnational inequalities, neoliberal capitalism, colonialism,

and imperialism shape the motivations and workplace experiences of transgender sex workers throughout the world.

In 2018, Nuttbrock published Transgender Sex Work and Society, the first comprehensive anthology featuring

research on transgender women and sex work. This book is a much-needed addition to the scholarship on sex work.

The collection features an empirical study of trans women and sex trafficking—a topic we know very little about

(Wolfe, 2018). A few of the chapters are attentive to race and document how trans women's membership in

“ethnocultural communities” shapes their participation in the sex trade and also show that trans women of color

make up a disproportionate number of trans women who trade sex (e.g., Hwahng, 2018). While much of the research
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in this book still focuses only on HIV, substance abuse, and mental health, breaking with tradition in this field, several

of the authors also link these topics to socio-economic inequalities and discrimination (Nuttbrock & Hwahng, 2018;

Glynn et al., 2018; Engin, 2018; Nemoto, de Guzman, The, Iwamoto, & Trocki, 2018). In a chapter penned by the

editor, Nuttbrock devotes attention to the effects of aggressive and discriminatory policing of trans women, which is

also a welcome departure from criminology literature that too often pathologies trans women who trade sex.

Another chapter calls for opening up access to service providers who can offer holistic care including gender-

affirming medicine, mental health services, and primary care to transgender women who trade sex (Radix &

Goldstein, 2018). Even in this new stand-out volume—the now definitive-text on transgender sex work—research on

transmasculine and non-binary people is absent.

Nuttbrock acknowledges the absence of trans men in the book: “[m]ost of the chapters focus on transwomen

sex workers, though there are some discussions when relevant, pertaining to transgender male sex workers” (xvii).

Yet, such instances only seem to be available in the brief introductory remark above, in chapter three, and in the con-

clusion of the book, which says that “[p]erhaps in part because of a comparative lack of demand of sexual services,

the prevalence of sex work among transmen appears to be low” (432). Note, there is no mention of non-binary sex

workers. None of the empirical articles in the anthology focus on trans men or non-binary sex workers. Future lines

of inquiry must fill this gap in the literature.

We know that most often, sex workers are primarily motivated to trade sex to earn decent wages (e.g., see

Weitzer, 2009 for a review of the literature). However, research on transgender women has demonstrated that it is

critical to consider how gender shapes motivations to trade sex. In Transgender Sex Work and Society, Glynn et al.

(2018, 149) argued, “what might be unique to transwomen sex workers [relative to cisgender women and men who

trade sex] is the role that sex work plays in providing the economic and social capital necessary for gender

transitioning and transgender-sensitive healthcare.” Future research studies should explore whether raising money for

gender-affirming medicine is a motivation for sex work participation among trans men and non-binary people as well.

Given that scholars have well documented the issues trans women face in sex work, they must now extend

these analyses to transmasculine and non-binary sex workers. Placing transmasculine and non-binary sex workers at

the center of investigation will reveal critical insights into the contemporary sex industry. Such studies will yield data

that is essential to developing policy and offering inclusive services that can help sex workers and improve public

health.

4 | THE NEED FOR RESEARCH ON TRANS MEN AND NON-BINARY SEX
WORKERS

As shown in the previous section, the current research in public health and criminology focuses exclusively on trans

women. This research often begins from the premise that it focuses on transgender sex workers and then moves

seamlessly into a discussion of trans women who sell sex, with little to no mention or acknowledgment of the exis-

tence of trans men or people who trade sex who are non-binary, agender, or genderqueer. It is not inherently a prob-

lem for research studies to focus on a subset of a population, but it is essential, even if briefly, to discuss the absence

of these other members of transgender communities. Not doing so can have the unintended consequence of conflat-

ing all trans experience of sex work to those of trans women. Also this trend may leave some readers with the

impression of trans people as a monolith and perpetuate the idea that trans men and non-binary people do not trade

sex. Documenting transmasculine and other gender non-conforming people's experiences of sex work would fill a

significant gap in this literature and lead to research which will help various agencies create policies and services

which benefit a more comprehensive range of sex workers.

Researchers may prioritize research on trans women because HIV disproportionately affects trans women, espe-

cially trans women of color. Clark et al. (2017) found that from 2009 to 2014, 2,351 trans people were diagnosed

with HIV in the U.S. In that sample, 48% (N = 1,974) were trans women, and 15% (N = 361) were trans men and
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under 1% (N = 16) identified their gender outside of the gender binary (see Figure 2). Trans women are diagnosed

with HIV at significantly higher rates than trans men and, as a result, in the eyes of public health researchers, trans

men do not pose the sexual threat to public health that trans women ostensibly do.

Source: Clark H, Babu AS, Wiewel EW, Opoku J, Crepaz N. Diagnosed HIV Infection in Transgender Adults and

Adolescents: Results from the National HIV Surveillance System, 2009–2014. 2017; 21 (9):2774–2783.

For scholars interested in intersectional analysis, what the data in Figure 2 also show is that there is an overrep-

resentation of HIV diagnoses among Black trans people. The data also show that, among trans men, 58% of infec-

tions occurred among Black trans men. Among trans women, 51% of infections occurred among Black trans women.

An intersectional analysis suggests that, if scientists have an interest in studying and helping the most significantly

affected trans people, then these researchers should also have an interest in studying Black trans men. In sum, there

is no legitimate justification for not studying trans men or non-binary people who trade sex. Failure also to explore

the lives and workplace experiences of trans men and non-binary people who trade sex will adversely affect

researchers' ability to gather data that will assist all trans sex workers and help service providers.

5 | THE NEED FOR MORE SOCIOLOGICAL ANALYSIS

As I've discussed, the research in public health focuses on trans women and health and disease, almost exclusively

on HIV. The focus on HIV only captures the experiences of trans women from a limited vantage point. The focus on

HIV treats transgender women as a public health “problem” to be solved, rather than addressing their experiences

and needs as workers and as humans. Scientific research cannot have useful applied and policy implications aimed at

harm reduction if researchers do not document what structural conditions push and pull people into sex markets.

Applying sociological theories of labor, gender, race, and sexuality in studies of sex work illuminates the broader

structural conditions in society that motivate people to trade sex and that shape their experiences in their

workplace.

Nadal, Davidoff, and Fujii-Doe (2014) argued that sex work is often the only viable option available to transgen-

der women. Instead of only focusing on the adverse outcomes of their work, these authors examined the widespread

F IGURE 2 HIV Diagnoses Among Transgender People in the United States by Race/Ethnicity, 2009–2014
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discrimination trans people endure. As a result of this sociological analysis, they analyzed how institutional discrimi-

nation, especially in the criminal legal system, creates the adverse outcomes trans women face in sex work. Their

analysis astutely demonstrated that addressing the unfavorable outcomes these women face requires advocating

“for transgender rights on systemic levels (e.g. pro-transgender legislation) and on institutional or individual levels

(e.g. promoting inclusive working environments)” (Nadal, 2014, 178). According to the World Health Organization

(2013, 22), “transgender sex workers face high levels of violence, stigma, discrimination and other human-rights vio-

lations.” Reducing the harm trans women face while performing sex work (not just HIV) involves structural transfor-

mations and advocacy, which public health researchers do not often explore in-depth (for additional notable

exceptions see Infante et al., 2009, Binanchi et al., 2014, Nuttbrock, 2018). Therefore, using a sociological framework

and placing a greater focus on the motivations for sex work rather than on its adverse outcomes would strengthen

the public health literature on trans sex workers. Drawing from sociological theories of gender, which recognize gen-

der as socially constructed and fluid will also help to counteract the erasure of non-binary sex workers in studies of

sex work.

6 | EXPLAINING THE ABSENCE OF TRANSMASCULINE SEX WORKERS

Over the past few decades, scholars of male sex work have demonstrated that cisgender men, too, trade sex and

face issues as a result (Lloyd, 1976; Pleak, Heino, & Meyer-Bahlburg, 1990; Van der Pel, 1992; Parsons, Bimbi, & Hal-

tkitis, 2001; Parsons, Bimbi, & Koken, 2004, 2007; Dorias, 2005; Pruitt, 2005; Bimbi, 2007; Chin Phua & Caras,

2008; Dennis, 2008; Koken, Bimbi, & Parsons, 2009; Ashford, 2009; Logan, 2010; Mclean, 2012; Walby, 2012;

Smith & Grov, 2011; Minichiello, Scott, & Callander, 2013; Minichiello & Scott, 2014). For decades prior, research

only focused on cis women who trade sex. Despite the growing body of work addressing cis men who perform sex

work, the sex work literature remains gender-segregated, thereby reinforcing a binary understanding of gender

within sex work, which is also guided by cissexism and sexism. The results of this approach erase non-binary sex

workers.

6.1 | Cissexism and Research on Male Sex Workers

The research on male sex work has focused exclusively on cisgender men. For example, Minichiello and Scott's

(2014) comprehensive anthology, Male Sex Work in Society, is over 500 pages and just like Nuttbrock's anthology,

features not one article on transmasculine sex workers. The authors end the text with a discussion of the need for

more research that is attentive to race and age, and crucially they call for more transnational work. Yet, there is no

mention of the need for research on trans men or non-binary people. They note, “the male sex industry … includes

highly diverse men of all colors, shapes, and sizes, who sell sexual services” (468). Here, the authors fail to include

gender as part of their understanding of the diversity among male sex workers. Currently, trans men and non-binary

people do not exist in this subfield's cultural imaginary.

The absence of trans men in current research on male sex work buttresses what Sumerau and Mat-

hers (2019) have argued: that given the prevalence of cissexism, researchers who study “male sex work” do not

even imagine a sex trade where trans men exist and are actively (even if unintentionally)

discursively erasing their existence. However, there is also an issue with this argument when applied to this

examination of the literature. If cissexism is to blame for the absence of trans men in sex work literature on

“male sex work” (e.g., Minichiello & Scott, 2014), then how do we explain the extensive research that exists on

trans women?
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6.2 | Sexual Threat and Penis Panics

What sociologists Westbrook and Schilt (2015) have called “penis panics” and “the spectrum of perceived sexual

threat” can help explain the absence of trans men and the focus on trans women in research on sex work. In

previous work, Westbrook and Schilt (2014) argued that in the context of gender-segregated spaces such as

competitive sports or in the context of sexual encounters with trans or non-binary people, cisgender people

often panic when they believe a trans or non-binary person has disrupted gender segregation. This affective

state of gender panic motivates cisgender people to demand transgender people, especially trans women pro-

vide validation or proof of their gender assignment at birth. The panic cisgender people experience occurs along

what Westbrook and Schilt (2015, 383) termed, “a spectrum of perceived sexual threat”:

… transgender women, who are widely assumed by cisgender people to still have penises, are seen as

sexually threatening in a way that transgender men, who are often imagined to not have a “real”

penis, are not—creating a spectrum of perceived sexual threat. Because trans men do not have a “natu-

rally occurring” penis, their gendered appearance becomes, for many cisgender people, social mascu-

linity without biological maleness—a state that, although potentially stigmatized, is not imagined as

particularly sexually threatening…This spectrum further suggests that gender panics around transgen-

der people might more accurately be termed “penis panics” because they are fueled by terror of

penises where they “should not” be or a lack of penises where one “should” be present.

The framework of penis panics and the spectrum of sexual threat may help to explain the focus on trans

women in research on sex work and the absence of transmasculine sex workers. As Westbrook and Schilt

noted, cis people often assume that trans women still have penises, and trans men do not have “real” penises—

which is not accurate. It is plausible that penis panics also guide researchers who study sex work. Researchers

in public health see the bodies of trans women as vectors of disease—ostensibly having the ability both to

penetrate and to be penetrated—thus increasing the chances of STI transmission. Researchers see trans women

as posing a sexual threat to public health that trans men do not, given the absence of a “real” penis on trans

men's bodies. Drawing from Westbrook and Schilt's analysis, I argue that public health's exclusive focus on

trans women is evidence of how sexism, cissexism, and transmisogyny guide research. The fact that trans

women are diagnosed with HIV at significantly higher rates than trans men guides their phallocentric research

agenda, and so, in the eyes of public health researchers, their panic is legitimate.

Further, researchers who study HIV are unlikely to report data on non-binary people because of relatively

small sample sizes (e.g., Clark et al., 2017). In the study by Clark et al. (2014) discussed previously, under 1%

(N = 16) of participants identified their gender outside of the gender binary (see Figure 2). Given the scientific

practice of not making generalizations based on a small sample size, these researchers do not analyze this data.

This is a misstep. Researchers can still use data on non-binary people to make tentative suggestions and

provide directions for new research. Ignoring this data is potentially harmful to non-binary people. Additionally,

in many cases, researchers are not ignoring data on non-binary people; they are simply not even collecting such

data. Many researchers still do not use non-binary measures to collect data about gender, and thus also repro-

duce a cis/trans gender binary in their reports. There is no acceptable reason to ignore the gender diversity

that exists within trans communities or more broadly within the contemporary world.

In what follows, I make recommendations for future lines of inquiry to remedy the issues I have identified.

I advocate for more intersectional and transnational approaches in the study of trans sex workers, which

will allow scholars to be attentive to how race and nationality, alongside gender and sexuality shape motivation

and experiences of sex work. Doing so will produce more sociological knowledge regarding how subjectivity

shapes experiences of labor and help make sociological research more inclusive and social justice oriented.
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7 | RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE LINES OF INQUIRY

7.1 | Queering the Literature on Sex Work

First, scholars can capture the workplace experiences of a more inclusive data set of sex workers by adopting queer

frameworks. As Laing, Pilcher, and Smith (2015) argued,

A queer focus, going beyond the hetero-centric gender norm, is important for developing fresh

insights into how gender, sex, power, crime, work, migration, space/place, health and intimacy are

conceptualized and theorized in the context of commercial sexual encounters (1–2).

Placing trans and gender non-conforming people at the center of analysis provides a unique vantage point from

which to understand and theorize around gender, sexuality, race, and labor in a time when workers globally face

increased economic instability. As sociologists Kristen Schilt and Danya Lagos (2017, 427) noted, “transgender stud-

ies in sociology is not merely a ‘special interest’ issue but rather an emerging field that will continue to exert signifi-

cant influence on empirical and theoretical research in proximate fields such as sex and gender, sexualities, and body

and embodiment.” Studies focused on transgender people and communities make significant contributions to the dis-

cipline of sociology. The complex issues sociologists writing in trans studies raise about both macro-level and micro-

level inequalities are of interest to all sociologists, and challenge the discipline to embrace new areas of inquiry and

innovative methods for carrying out that research.

7.2 | Intersectional and Transnational Analysis

Trans studies has opened up new opportunities for sociologists to examine what Sumerau and Mathers (2019) called

cisgendering reality. Sociologists have long been at the forefront of documenting social inequalities and generating

research which influences political, legal, and social policy. The formal study of institutionalized cissexism is relatively

new to sociology and, as researchers take up this essential work, it is critical that future studies use intersectional

frameworks. Given that I posit that sexism overlaps with cissexism in studies of sex work in ways that make trans

women hypervisible, future research must employ intersectional frameworks. It is critical that future research also

explore how cissexism overlaps with racism, classism, and ableism. How do these overlapping systems contribute to

the workplace inequalities sex worker's experience? How do these systems shape sex workers' access to online

spaces for advertising and physical spaces, the recruitment of clients, and wages? Answering such questions will not

only help researchers to better understand sex markets but this type of analysis can produce useful data regarding

the intricate ways that cissexism shapes the broader economy.

In discussing future directions for trans studies scholarship in sociology, in Sociology Compass, Salvador

Vidal-Ortiz (2008) pointed to the need for research on trans people outside of major U.S. cities, such as San

Francisco or New York. Further, he urged that “we desperately need comparative research that looks at

ethnoracial minority [trans women] and [trans men] outside studies of sex work and HIV” (445). The research I

examined had an international focus, but it has not had a distinctively transnational focus. As Kim, Puri, and

Puri-Kim (2005, 142) noted in their excellent essay, “[a]t its core, transnational feminist cultural studies high-

lights the asymmetries and inequalities that are inevitably produced by the flows of global capital and geo-

politics and, in turn, help sustain them.” Transnational feminism highlights the importance of decentering the

U.S. in our studies of sex work, which scholars of sex work have accomplished. However, as I noted earlier, the

existing research focused on individual nation-states and how local milieux influenced the economic, social, and

legal experiences on sex workers. Instead, a transnational approach would center transnational inequalities, and

link the experiences of sex workers to colonialism, imperialism, and neoliberal capitalism. Future lines of inquiry
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should ask: In what ways do the global practices of neoliberal capitalism that defies geographical boundaries

shape the experiences of sex workers? How do colonial legacies affect the experiences and lives of sex

workers? How do the policies in local contexts that overly police and harm trans sex workers reinforce transna-

tional cissexist, patriarchal, White supremacist, and capitalist power?

8 | CONCLUSION

We still desperately need more global comparative research on trans experience in sex work that uses a distinctively

sociological lens to attend to race, nationality, gender, sexuality, and that expands the scope of research on trans

people in sex work beyond HIV. Instead of focusing only on health-related outcomes, let us move forward using

sociological theories of labor to understand better how gender, race, and sexuality shape wages in the sex industry.

Studying the economic exchanges between trans sex workers and their clients could reveal new and exciting data

regarding market dynamics. Additionally, we know that some trans women find sex work enjoyable because their

interactions with clients affirm their gender identity (Glynn & Operario, 2018; Jones, 2020). My current research on

transmasculine and non-binary escorts suggests that some of these workers also find sexual labor empowering and

gender-affirming. Using sociological theories of gender and sexualities will also make space for research that focuses

on the positive and pleasurable outcomes of sex work for trans people.

Finally, applying queer frameworks will help challenge the institutionalization of heteronormativity and cissexism

in the sex work literature. Sociologists and other scholars studying sex work must address cissexism in research and

move past the use of a binary framework of gender. The discursive erasure of transmasculine and non-binary sex

workers expunges a significant portion of people who trade sex and this limits scholars' ability to contribute to policy

thoroughly. Addressing this problem also opens up an opportunity to make sociology a more inclusive and social jus-

tice oriented discipline.
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ENDNOTES
2 Rentboy was the largest online website for male escorts to safely advertise their services and on August 25, 2015, Home-

land Security and other federal agents raided the offices of Rentboy.com in New York City. Once seized, it was no longer

operational. In the five years before being seized by the FBI, Rentboy earned $10 million in revenues and had over

500,000 unique visitors a day.

3 For an excellent discussion of disrupting the gender binary and improving the measurement of sex and gender in survey

research see, Westbrook and Saperstein (2015).
4 Figure 1 is a reconstituted chart using data points from the NCTE “Report of the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey.”
5 Hijras are people assigned male at birth who adopt a feminine aesthetic. They have their penises and testicles removed as

a sacrifice to the goddess Bedhraj Mata. As a result of this sacrifice, people in India see Hijras as powerful. Specifically,

people in India call upon Hijras to perform fertility rituals for newlyweds. Scholars who study gender point to Hijras as an

example of a “third sex.” Moreover, these scholars point to the prominence of Hijras in India to demonstrate the cultural

and global variation in understandings of sex and gender, and to show that gender is not binary. As an example of such

work, see the work of anthropologist Gayatri Reddy.
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